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CHAPTER 1

One night, when Mack Stedman was just thirteen, he
fell in love. The sky was clear. Heat lightening flashed across the
horizon, and the bright arena lights shown stronger than the milky
way. He sat on the hard, wooden bleachers and watched the arena
dust pop into small clouds behind the trotting feet of the horses
as the ropers warmed up for their turn at the jackpot. Not too far
away, but far enough to muffle the sounds of jake-brake and tires a
stream of other lights, red fading in one direction, white in the
other, reminded him of how easily he could come and go, leave the
world he had known just a fortnight before and enter this one. And
as the first cowboy shot out of the box, the steer ten steps ahead,
and the heeler coming hard from the other side, Mack knew he was
meant for this place; that he had fallen in love with it, that
someday, when he could, he would return and make it his own.

He sat in his office this night, again
thinking of that distant time, his feet on the metal desk, felt hat
pulled down over his eyes, to all the world asleep, but not,
wondering, as he did almost every day he put on his sheriff’s shirt
and badge, and, most absurdly he thought, strapping on his Sam
Brown duty belt and holster, holding a 9mm pistol, that he still
loved this place, despite what had turned out to be a long journey,
not quite complete. Love was an elusive thing for Mack Stedman. He
seemed to have to work harder at it than some people, he
thought.

He stared now at a phone number, written on a
napkin by a young woman who he had stood behind while getting
coffee that morning. Katie Sawyer. They had joked about tracking
manure into the little shop, and then they had shared a table for a
few moments, enjoying the morning, talking about horses, the hay
crop and the annual Grover rodeo that was ready to start. Stedman
laid the napkin down on the desk, pressed it flat, and tried to
imagine making the phone call. Something he knew should not be so
hard for him to do. But, for a swirling number of reasons he didn’t
want to think about, it was difficult for Mack Stedman to do it. He
was glad to be distracted from the start of what he knew might
become a day filled with self-critical analysis about his
reluctance to make the simple, innocent call.

“Sheriff,” he heard Nick, his Undersheriff,
call out from the office on the other side of Mack’s door, standing
open, as was his habit, “You should hear this call.”

Mack grunted and tipped his hat back. “Put it
on the speaker.” He could hear the Undersheriff flip the switch,
and Doris’ voice resonated from the dispatch system, loudly enough
for him to hear it in his office.

“Okay, I’ll say it again,” said the excited
voice on the other end of the call, fear and emotion filling her
voice, “I thought I heard glass break...shatter I guess, and I
looked out my kitchen window...and Mary Ellen’s slider, her glass
door on her back deck, was in little pieces, and...dear God!” the
caller stopped, choking a little bit, on what Mack figured was
tears.

“Go ahead, Doris, tell the Sheriff what else
you saw,” Nick said in his reassuring way. Mack knew Doris, he knew
Mary Ellen, and he knew that Nick knew them both since he was in
diapers all three growing up together in this little town of
Grover. “Come on, Doris,” Nick urged, and after a moment and a
chance to clear her throat, Doris spoke again.

“Nick, you and the Sheriff need to come over
here. I think something..., something bad, has happened to Mary
Ellen. I can see her feet on the other side of the slider and she
hasn’t moved an inch since I picked up the phone right after I
looked out the window...”

Mack was out of his office and next to the
dispatch speaker now. “Doris, this is the Sheriff, what else did
you see, I mean right after you looked out the window?”

Mack was motioning for Nick to get his belt
on and pointing to door. He mouthed the words “get over there” and
continued “Did you see anybody near the sliding door?”

“I think I saw a man,” Doris sobbed a little
bit and caught her breath. “All dressed in black...You got to get
over her Sheriff, I’m scared to death!”

“Nick’s on his way, Doris" he said quietly,
taking the call off the speaker phone as he saw Nick back out onto
the street in front of the Sheriff's office and flip on the light
bar on top of his patrol car.

“Okay, Sheriff. I’m watching for him out the
window.” She sniffed and coughed. “I’m putting down the phone for
just a minute, okay?” she said, and Mack heard the phone thud onto
a counter top as she blew her nose loudly.

Mack felt a tight knot forming in the pit of
his stomach and his breathing quickened too much. Stedman tilted
his hat back and licked his lips nervously. This was shaping up
worse than he could have imagined. Mary Ellen Francois was no
stranger to Stedman. Not that almost anyone could really be called
a stranger in Grover, but Mary Ellen and Mack had a special
history; something he was still not certain about even though they
had not been together for well over a year. His feeling for her
were still unresolved, a big part of the reason Katie Sawyer would
have to wait. Mary Ellen had been Stedman’s emotional tether as
Mack’s marriage had unwound.

He had never really let a relationship grow
with Mary Ellen; he sometimes wondered if he had ever really given
his marriage a chance, if he hadn’t been the reason his ex-wife
drank, rather than her drinking being the reason he had left.
Stedman punished himself for having left his wife, their daughter,
about coming to Grover to build a new life, always, it seemed
dragged back to his decisions, unable to just be in the present.
And he felt guilty about how he had forced distance between himself
and Mary Ellen, leaving her confused and hurt by his decision to
break things off. He often felt like he had used her, used her
selflessness, her willingness to give herself to him, and instead
of letting Mary Ellen into his life, instead of finishing that part
of his journey, he had merely found his way many nights, like a
fugitive hiding from his own emotions, into her bed, through the
kitchen where her body now lay, creeping in through the same back
door that now lay in shards at her feet.

He was feeling a little bit of panic, tension
creeping up his spine. Grover wasn’t a place that had much crime.
People didn’t get found lying dead in their kitchen in a pile of
broken glass. Strangers didn’t show up in anybody’s back yard. The
Sheriff’s office rarely had to make an arrest, let alone conduct
investigations. Stedman tried to steady his breath. This was his
time now, though, and he had enough pride left not to dismiss the
chance he could get all these parts to jell together. That he could
deal with whatever just happened to Mary Ellen, keep his personal
life to himself, do whatever law enforcement was called for, and
not make a fool of himself in the meantime. He was a certified
peace officer now, duly elected, in charge of a staff of six, if he
counted the janitor who came by on Thursday night for two hours,
including a damn good Undersheriff, two pretty good deputies, a
jailer, at least that’s what she called herself, a couple day time
dispatchers, and on a good summer night, almost ten posse members,
ranging from grown up boy-scouts to retired military who liked to
wear a uniform, carry a full holster, and stay close to the short
wave radio they all kept nearby, monitoring dispatch for the right
moment to become a hero.

Stedman pushed the brim of his hat up and
down. He was less self-conscious now, and had almost grown out of
what had almost been a habit to fiddle with it, especially when he
was nervous. He knew that there was no right way to make it sit on
his head, or make him look more natural with the hat on but he had
convinced himself that sooner or later he would get used to it,
just like he hoped that his life would be a seamless fit in Grover
itself.

The hat, and his life, were on parallel
tracks. Nobody made him wear the hat, he just picked it up one day
before he was sworn in and put it on, really a joke on himself,
along with being elected in the first place. He ended up wearing
the hat when the local paper took his picture at his swearing in,
and the county put the picture on their website, and now he felt
obligated to look the part. Mack was not as good with obligations
as he had been when he had practiced law in Denver, before his wife
had fell into the Vodka bottle and he had left her for the simpler
life in Grover, leaving behind nothing but a custody fight over his
daughter.

Obligations grew wings in his mind before
anybody else could care less. These days the hat was part of it
all, along with ridiculous feelings of unidentified, but
guilt-filled, child support obligations to his alcoholic wife, and
the idea that people in Grover really expected him to perform his
job better than the long list of losers who had stumbled through
the office for the past twenty years.

Stedman controlled his breathing as Doris
picked up the receiver again, “Okay, Sheriff, I’m on again.”

“Doris, what did this man look like?”

“Well, I can’t really even swear it was a
man, I mean it’s just so dark, no moon or anything tonight, and my
back porch light’s been out for a week, you know Rex just won’t fix
a thing around here...”

“Doris,” Mack interrupted “what did you see?”
His tone was more demanding than he had intended but it got her
attention.

“I’m sorry, Mack,” she began again, “I saw
somebody, dressed in black, I think even a black face mask or
something, ‘cause when he turned away all I could see was a little
patch of white around his eyes, and then he disappeared, right
behind that thick pinon pine next to Mary Ellen’s back door.”

Mack fiddled with the brim of his hat again.
“Did he see you?” he finally asked., realizing, too late, that his
suggestion was the most idiotic comment he could have made.

“Oh dear God!” Doris wailed. “I’m so scared,
Mack! I don’t know! My kitchen light was off, I was just down
stairs from bed to get a drink of water...I don’t know a thing,
really Sheriff, where’s Nick?!”

Mack took a deep breath and looked at his
watch. Mary Ellen’s house was just a few blocks from the Sheriff’s
office. He had been able to get over there in less than seven
minutes when visiting had been a priority. Mack put those memories
out of his mind and read the watch.

“He ought to be there right now,” he told
Doris, whose breathing had elevated to a level near
hyperventilation and filled the phone.

“I can see the lights!” she screamed, Mack
now hearing what had to be the grunting sound of her husband
entering the room and asking what was going on.

“Stay on the phone with me, Doris,” Mack
demanded, but the receiver fell again to the counter top.

“Who the hell are you?” barked Rex’s
voice.

“Stedman,” Mack answered wearily, feeling the
entire crime scene, if that really was what Nick was about to find,
unraveling.

“Sheriff?” asked Rex.

“Yeah, Mack Stedman, Sheriff Mack
Stedman.”

“Well what the hell is going on?”

Mack took off the hat and sat down in Nick’s
chair. “Your wife called us.”

“Well why the hell would she do that?” Rex
barked.

Mack began to speak and realized it was his
job to collect the information, not to share it even with burly
husbands with short fuses.

Rex interpreted the silence as dangerous and
launched into his own defense, “I didn’t do nothing to Doris,” he
began, obviously worrying about his own probation status from what
he had described as just a loving tap, but which had ended up
breaking her nose two years ago.

“No, Rex,” Stedman responded, “this has
nothing to do with you and Doris.”

“Then why the hell are you talking to me?”
and with that, Rex hung up the phone.

Mack sighed and put the hat back on, checking
his pocket for his car keys, he reached back over to the dispatch
pad and called to Nick.

“Grover One, to Grove Two, read me?” he
called.

The receiver crackled, “Read you, Grover One,
go ahead.”

“You with Doris yet?”

“Positive, she’s with me at the car.”

“Is the scene secure?”

“Well I can see Rex about to cross his back
yard, so I guess not...”

Great, Stedman shook his head. God, I hope
he’s not drunk again. If he is, the fight will be on. “Keep him out
of the way. I’ll call Sue to come down here and take over dispatch.
You call Don and Larry to cover calls while we’re at Mary Ellen’s,
I’ll meet you over there in ten minutes.”

“Got that, I’m on the move right now.”

Before Nick let go of his microphone Mack
could hear him telling Rex to back away. Good, Stedman thought, let
Nick take care of that problem, he always liked a good fight,
something Mack was still loathe to do.

Stedman dialed his day shift dispatcher and
told her to get down to the office right away. Sue was good help.
He headed toward the door, keys in hand when Nick’s voice came
across again. This time Stedman answered the call on his microphone
clipped to the shoulder straps on his shirt and attached to his
belt radio.

“Grover One?”

“Grover One, Go ahead.”

“You better call an ambulance right away, I
can see inside Mary Ellen’s kitchen, and there’s a lot of
blood.”

Mack steadied himself at the door leading out
to the parking lot. No time to get queezy, he told himself. Second
to the bar fights, the car wrecks and the bloody accidents, some
not so accidental, the nasty part of this job, sparse as it was,
made him doubt his decision to leave Denver, his decision to fill
the cup of dreams he had held in his mind’s eye since he was a
kid.

Mack checked his watch, which showed the time
as twelve minutes past nine; eight minutes since Doris’ call,
probably ten minutes since whatever happened to Mary Ellen had
played out. He stepped back into the office and made the call to
the clinic. “Stedman here,” he began, “I need an ambulance,
emergency status, to 612 Second Street,” the address coming
fast.

Nick called in again, and Stedman dropped the
phone and grabbed at the microphone. “Go ahead,” he spat out.

“Sheriff, you better call the State Bureau,”
Nick responded, his voice a tone higher and quicker than Stedman
had ever heard before. “We’ve got a murder scene on our hands. Mary
Ellen’s dead as a door knob. Bled out like a Christmas pig.”

Stedman lost his eyesight for a moment, sat
hard into the dispatch chair. His decision to offer an entire
community his services in a job he really knew almost nothing about
seemed like the worst bit of folly. And worse than his
self-reproach, what would come next mattered. He was responsible
for solving the murder of a woman he had loved.

Stedman stood and reeled a little bit as he
pushed away from the chair. He had never let himself acknowledge
how he had felt about Mary Ellen. She had come to him too soon, had
been too good to him, too easy to be with, and, awfully he
realized, too easy to leave. He turned back toward the office as
Sue pulled into the parking lot. There were some protocols he knew
he had to follow. Time was not on his side. Murders not solved
within the first hour often never got solved. Mary Ellen deserved
better than that.


CHAPTER 2

There hadn’t been a murder in Grover in living
memory. Stedman recalled somebody telling him about a couple
cowboys shooting it out on Main Street in the fifties. Sounded too
trite to be true, but he had taken a look in the old file cabinet
records and found the reports. Both drunk, fighting over a woman,
one black man, one red-neck, a couple towering insults and then gun
play. The black man knew his business with a pistol and dropped the
red-neck with a shot in the sternum. The drunk son-of-a-bitch kept
calling the shooter out, even as he lay in the street, his arms
trembling, his pants soiled, and all the way into the ambulance and
down the hill to the nearest hospital, the Sheriff riding along
trying to piece it all together until the emergency room doc took
off the pressure bandage and in less time than a heartbeat, had the
drunken cowboy still had a heart that could beat, he bled out, the
essential muscle in his chest jelly, nothing but tequila and
meanness having kept him alive for the hour and a half drive off
the mountain. Tough luck for the shooter too, who received about as
much justice as his friends and neighbors could muster for a black
man, got sent to the old Territorial Prison in Canon City for
manslaughter, and, as far as Mack could tell, never found his way
back to Grover.

Who could blame him anyway, Mack had mused.
Plenty of people who were born in Grover, or forced by circumstance
to eke out a living working livestock, baling hay, or building
seasonal cabins, left when they could and never looked back. Most
people didn’t make Grover a destination in the first place, and
many who found it by accident were quick to get out. Others,
though, like Stedman, either knew about the place, the mountains,
the hunting, the high lakes and spilling streams, or stumbled down
the road, a wrong turn to blame, and saw the green meadows, herds
of cattle, tidy homesteads, and the little town, and, thinking that
no place really existed like this anymore, at least not in
Colorado, looked for a reason to stay a while. They usually came
back for summers, usually only the summers, as the winters were
harsh, too harsh for the casual, comfortable visitor to surrender
the city. Plenty got the feeling they should stay, but it only took
a few weeks for most to realize Grover was too far. Too far from
the city. Too far from the present. Stedman had found it all
intoxicating, though, and the place drew him in a way he had never
felt about anywhere else.

But, at times, even Stedman had to admit, the
people in Grover could feel too closely bound together; a couple
thousand people bumping into each other in church, and in the
grocery store, and now and then in town if the little theater had a
good show, or for the rodeo week, everyone trying to be pleasant,
but some still simmering over long ago insults, or just too many
years around each other not to carry a grudge. Some found Grover a
good place to escape. Veterans still hunkering down, holed up on
steep mining claims in barely habitable shacks, others more
affluent, but coming to town only so often, fighting demons of
their own, found dead by neighbors who didn’t want to pry but after
a couple weeks knowing something had to be wrong up the road where
the dog was still on the front porch but no lights ever coming on
and the old truck still in the same spot day after day.

For Mack, all of it, all of what Grover had,
and didn’t have, seemed to satisfy him. His wife of ten years
thought him out of his mind when he had spoken of leaving the city
but what was pushing him to the edge of a nervous breakdown was her
drinking, not his irrational dreams, and his survival instincts had
made the live or die decision to get out his only choice. To get
out of the practice of law. To get out of the city. To get out of
the house, and away from the vodka snuck into the orange juice in
the morning, carried in the coffee cup all day, replaced by the
bottles of wine at dinner, as if it all was just how people
acted.

He had driven down to Grover on early July
night after a particularly drunken outburst by his wife had made
him both overwhelming distraught and so wound up he couldn’t sleep,
and he had found himself on the bleachers, again. Another perfect
night, cowboys making good loops on big, stout, quarter horses that
came out of the shoots like rockets and turned a steer on a dime.
One of the riders had given him a nod as he warmed up along the
rail, as if to say, come on in Dude, find your life, and mesmerized
by the sounds and the smell Mack lingered until somebody finally
dropped the light switch and the arena went dark. Even then, he
could almost taste the air filled with the scent of horse and
manure, feel the lariat ropes between his fingers, hear the creak
of the saddle as if he were the one getting just right before the
steer shot out of the gate and the run was on. He slept in his car
that night, went back to the arena the next night and this time,
leaning on the gate, found himself enlisted to help get the steers
into the pen, found a comraderie not common in any courtroom he had
ever been sentenced to work in, met Nick, and felt the pull so
strong he was almost thirteen again, with his life still ahead of
him, no regrets.

But he wasn’t a teenager, and he was leaving
an eight year old girl behind to be cared for by his increasingly
irrational wife. He had tried tell the domestic relations court
judge that Sheila was unfit to parent, but he had already made his
move to Grover and the judge dismissed his concern as spite, cited
to Stedman’s unemployment and instability, clucked his tongue when
he read the home study report that showed Mack’s ranch house
looking like a slice of Appalachia as far as the urban magistrate’s
experience went. Stedman was still fighting to get his daughter
away from the booze and her mother’s binges, but mostly it was just
every other weekend and two month in the summer. Right now the girl
was visiting his parents for two weeks and he had been looking
forward to her return.

But, now, Mack stood over the dispatch
microphone, speechless for another moment, his mind filled with
questions, no time to really contemplate the answers. Who would
murder Mary Ellen Francois? A man in black? With a face mask? What
the hell?! Christmas pig? Damn, Nick could be a callous son of a
bitch. Mack’s stomach bunched up hard and he had to clear his
throat before he spoke again.

“Nick,” Stedman yelled back over the
microphone, “Call the State Patrol and tell them we need the roads
shut down, road blocks across both the highways. Tell Don and Larry
to get out the Posse; tell them to block Gold Gulch and Jerome Park
Roads. Nobody’s coming in or leaving this County until I know what
the hell just happened here!”

“Can we do that? Maybe we should call the DA
...?”

“Just do it!” Mack yelled, ending the call,
and sprinting across the parking lot to his car.

“Just do it,” he repeated to himself as he
yanked open the car door and threw himself into the seat.

He slammed the car into reverse and shot
gravel across the road. In the back of his mind, in a place where
he had hoped to stop having these kind of thoughts, the law, of all
things, began to press forward. Once a lawyer, always a lawyer, he
thought, as he whipped the car around the corner toward Second
Street and a scene he really did not want to see. Warrantless
arrest, or reasonable seizure? God damn, he muttered to himself, I
just can’t get away from it. Do I have grounds to do this? What if
I actually find a suspect? What was that case named.... Montoya? He
could see Nick’s cruiser lights flashing as Stedman turned the last
corner. Yeah, Montoya. They dragged the Judge right to the scene of
the road block and got the warrant signed. Better call Oscar, the
County Judge for almost twenty years, filled with common sense and
proud of his high school diploma, who also ran the hardware store.
The old boy might want to grab his black robe just to look
official, thought Stedman as he jumped on the brakes and got out of
the car.

Rex was in the passenger side seat of Nick’s
car, hands behind his back, a bloody nose dripping onto his
sleeveless tee shirt. Mack cast him a quick glance and shook his
head as he hurried around the side of Mary Ellen’s small, one story
modular, each step too familiar; each step making the knot in his
stomach grow farther up into his throat.

Nick was pulling yellow police tape around
the yard and disappeared behind the far corner of the house as Mack
got into sight. Stedman saw Doris standing on her little back
stoop, sobbing, now comforted by Rhonda, another neighbor, still
wearing her bath robe and slippers. From his peripheral vision Mack
could see a few other people gathering near the edges of the common
yards. Nobody had fences in this neighborhood. Most of them were
related by blood and marriage and wouldn’t think twice about
walking in to your kitchen and taking a cup of sugar instead of
wasting the time to make the phone call.

Mack stopped at the edge of Mary Ellen’s back
porch and stared. Her feet, and lower legs, were visible in the
opening where the sliding glass door once provide her some
semblance of security from the outside world. The porch light was
not on, but the house was brightly lit, and collected around Mary
Ellen’s knees, which was all Mack could see, was the shine of the
kitchen lights reflecting on gathered, moist and red, blood. He
vomited, just catching himself in time to fall to his knees in the
yard instead of on the porch. As he retched a second time he
thought to himself, good job preserving the crime scene, and then
he coughed again, finally controlling his breathing and forced
himself to stand. Nick faced him, the yellow tape roll in his
hands, shaking his head.

“Ain’t it something?” Nick remarked
quietly.

Mack wiped his lips with his handkerchief.
“Wanna bet somebody got a picture on their cell phone of me
puking?” he asked wryly, “Probably end up in the paper...”

Nick shook his head again and then glanced
over his shoulder toward the street. “I think the ambulance is
pulling up.”

Stedman pushed the brim of his hat up and
tried to focus, his back to what he had just seen. “Did you get a
hold of the Troopers? And the Posse?”

“On their way, but the Troopers were pretty
nervous about road blocks without a warrant. Maybe we should call
the D.A.”

Mack nodded, “Maybe later,” and then he added
under his breath, “It’s probably useless anyway,” his shoulders
sagging as he muttered the words. Stedman regained his composure
and looked at Nick sharply, “Call Judge Spangler and tell him what
we think we have. Tell him we’re putting together a warrant and may
need him to meet us at one of the road blocks if we get lucky.”

Nick looked incredulous but he smiled
slightly. “All good and legal then?”

“All good and legal,” Mack replied. “Make the
call.”

The paramedics came into the yard, rolling an
ambulance stretcher. “Heh, Mack,” spoke the man pulling the closer
end. He glanced inside the house. “Anybody check for vital
signs?”

“Deader than a door knob,” Nick remarked,
having only stepped a few feet away as he began to call the Judge
on his cell phone.

Stedman cast his Undersheriff a hard look.
“Harley, go ahead and look for a pulse,” Mack began, “but this is a
crime scene, a homicide investigation, now. Understood? ”

The Paramedic started to pull on his latex
gloves. “Well if she wasn’t dead when it happened your quick care
sure finished off her chances,” he said sarcastically.

Mack’s fists clenched but he let the remark
go. “Check her vital signs, Harley, and then stand by until I tell
you otherwise.”

Harley finished pulling on the gloves. Not
everyone in the County thought Stedman had been fit to become
Sheriff in the first place. Harley was of the strong opinion that
Stedman was living out some cowboy fantasy and was certifiably
dangerous. After all, what was a Denver lawyer doing in this place
toting a handgun, throwing people in jail, wearing that ridiculous
hat, and that heavy belt, dangling handcuffs, mace, and a
collapsible night stick anyway? Harley hadn’t been born and raised
here either, but his folks had moved into the valley when he was in
high school. His friends tended toward mountain climbing and a good
reefer, and he had learned to keep his distance from the red necks
and cowboys who chose chew and steer wrestling for their cheap
thrills. But he had stayed; married his high school girlfriend (did
the honorable thing when she peed on the test strip and it turned
blue), and was determined to raise his daughter here. After all,
who really cared if the town had a drug store cowboy for Sheriff,
Grover took care of itself. Crime was nonexistent. Sure on a Friday
night a cautious man needed to stay out of the bars, but there was
no better place on earth for a kid. Everybody looked after them.
Cars stood parked on the street with keys in the ignition, front
doors were unlocked, bikes left on the front lawn over night. But
this was not a usual call in Grover. Not a call he had ever had to
go to in the eight years he had worked for the clinic after getting
certified.

Harley studied the woman’s body, still on the
floor, the blood, the shattered glass. He looked hard at Stedman,
as if to say, you’d better get this right, snapped the last of his
fingers into the gloves and stepped carefully toward Mary Ellen
Francois’ body, Mack at his side.

“What’s that?” the paramedic said, foot
raised, just feet from the door, as he noticed a shiny object on
the small stoop.

Stedman stopped too, almost losing his
balance and looked where Harley was pointing. He knelt down and
drew his pen from his shirt pocket to probe the object.

“It’s a shell casing,” Stedman said quietly
as he captured the object on the tip of the pen and examined the
rim. “Forty five caliber.” Stedman observed, recalling a lecture he
listened to as part of his training to become a certified peace
officer, required by law, curiously, after his election and not
before.

“Typical .45 ACP loads are ideal for
suppressed weapons,” Stedman stated, looking at Harley, knowing
that the Paramedic thought Mack was a poor imitation of a law man.
Harley stared at him as if the statement had been uttered in a
foreign language, and Stedman stood up and placed the casing in his
shirt pocket.

Stedman was new to this end of the law, but
he knew how to learn, maybe the only true lesson from law school
that had stuck. His mind filled with the details of the lecture
about ballistics, about the .45 automatic Colt pistol, designed by
John Browning in 1904, adopted by the United States Army in 1911,
know for reliable penetration, especially on human targets. Low
muzzle blast and flash, a good “one shot stopper” used by many U.S.
tactical police units, including the FBI's Hostage Rescue Team. But
the grip of the pistol must be longer and wider than the grip of a
comparable pistol of a smaller caliber; difficult to use for
shooters with smaller hands. Probably not a woman, Stedman, thought
as he and the paramedic stepped forward together. Probably somebody
who knew his business.

Stedman could not resist another attempt to
justify himself to the Paramedic, “Nobody heard a shot. The shooter
must have used a silencer.”

Harley sighed, disinterested in Stedman’s
speculations, and, as he and Mack crossed into the kitchen, bent
down next to the very dead body of Mary Ellen Francois. Stedman was
glad he had already vomited. She lay on her back, two small holes
in her body; one directly between her eyes and a half inch above
her eyebrows, and the other just slightly left of her sternum,
almost certainly directly through her heart.

Harley took her wrist anyway and felt for a
pulse. “Probably dead when she hit the floor,” he said, dropping
her hand back to her side.

But Stedman hardly heard. He had glanced
inside the house, and on the other side of the opening between the
kitchen and the living room he saw the limp body of a man, sitting
in a corner easy chair recliner with a small plate of appetizers
still balanced on his lap. Mack tapped Harley on the arm.

“We’ve got another one,” he almost
whispered.

Harley grunted and looked where Stedman was
now pointing. The Paramedic stepped into the other room, Mack next
to him.

“I don’t recognize this guy,” Harley
commented as he reached for yet another cold wrist.

Mack crouched and studied the dead man’s face
pointed down toward the appetizer plate. As with Mary Ellen’s body
one shot had struck between the eyes. While the face was mostly
intact, the power of the bullet had blown the back of the man’s
head across the wall behind the chair. Stedman worked the brim of
his hat and then recalled seeing the dead man in the grocery store,
probably not more than a week ago. A newcomer, maybe just here for
the summer. Mary Ellen’s dinner guest he supposed, about to enjoy a
nice evening with a delightful young woman, Mack thought, fighting
an irrational urge to be jealous, ashamed of himself all at the
same time.

Harley had walked to the other side of the
room. “I think this is his coat,” he said, jolting Mack back to the
business at hand.

Stedman stood as Harley handed him the
corduroy Macket, with a billfold tucked into the inside breast
pocket. Mack dropped the coat, pulled out the billfold and examined
its contents, remnants and pieces of a life, with, possibly clues
to how it ended. Les Miller’s California driver’s license picture
matched the dead man in the chair. Stedman flipped through the rest
of the contents: a couple credit cards, a couple hundred dollars in
used bills, a picture of girl in her teens with an inscription on
the back that stated “Jill – 2009,” and a well handled piece of
scrap paper with two phone numbers on it.

Harley was looking over Stedman’s shoulder.
“Who is he?”

“Just a dead guy from California right now,”
Mack responded putting the billfold in his shirt pocket with the
bullet casing. “I think Nick called the State Bureau,” he
continued, “You’ll need to stand by until they can process the rest
of the scene and then move the bodies to the mortuary for an
autopsy.”

Harley nodded. “What did you say before about
a silencer?”

“Yeah,” Mack replied, “this shooter is a pro,
maybe ex-military, law enforcement, hell, maybe CIA. Two shots
each, both kill shots, both right on. Couldn’t have taken five
seconds from the first to the last.” Mack moved into the opening
between the kitchen and the living room where he had a view of the
dead man, and pointed with his arm toward the shattered sliding
glass door. “Barely a line of sight but just enough for the shooter
to take out Les; Mary Ellen was probably just in the way and had to
go.”

Harley brushed past him on his way out of the
house. “Damn shame. She was a good woman.”

Mack took a deep breath as he followed Harley
out of the house. It was time now to be nothing but the Sheriff.
The law. Time to catch the killer and get him to justice. No time
to think about good women, bad choices, or how much the damn hat
was starting to squeeze his head. Stedman caught Nick’s eye as he
stepped onto the back porch.

“I found a .45 shell casing on the way in and
bet there are three more nearby,” he reported. “I probably should
have marked the spot. He took out his pen and marked an “X” where
he guessed the casing had been on the porch. “How we doing with the
road blocks?”

“About that,” Nick began, “There’s a pissed
off State Trooper Captain just around the corner, and Oscar hung up
the phone, told me to call back when we were ready for him to read
a warrant affidavit.”

Mack could have bet on both parts of the
news. “How are Don and Larry doing with the Posse?”

Nick smiled. “That’s under control. Don’s at
the county line on Gold Gulch with two of the fellers and Larry’s
got things under control on Jerome Road. Unless this boys a billy
goat he’ll not get around us at either of those spots.”

“Well let’s hope he didn’t count on using the
highway.”

Nick cast a sideways glance at Stedman. “What
makes you so sure he’s heading out of town?”

“Well, how long do you think a total stranger
could go unnoticed if he stayed put here?” Stedman responded, and
then added “I bet half the town already knows what happened here
tonight and they’re all looking for a boogey man. God help the
first stranger who looks suspicious. If the Shooter can’t get out
of the county he might be safest in custody.”

“Got that right,” Nick agreed, almost
reflexively putting his hand on his pistol grip.

“So,” Harley joined in, “what do you guys
carry?”

“Nine millimeter, Glock,” Nick answered, a
curious look on his face.

Harley took off one of his gloves. “How’s
that stand up to a .45?”

“Just fine,” Nick replied but Stedman
winced.

This Shooter was probably more than a match
for anybody wearing a badge tonight. The Posse was mostly bored,
retired men, admittedly several with service backgrounds either in
the military or law enforcement, but none really ready for a fight
with a man who knew his business, whether fists or firearms. Mack
was one of the few Sheriffs who still allowed for the Posse, most
finding the risks far outweighed the benefit. But here they
patrolled the rodeo and the high school ball games, rode horses in
the summer parades and handed candy to tourist kids on the fourth
of July. The Posse was a built in political base, which seemed like
reward enough to Mack. Right now, though, as Stedman took the
casing out of his pocket and rolled it between his fingers, he had
the nagging fear that the roadblocks might just work, at least at
first, and if they did there could be some ugly unintended
consequences.

Nick stopped staring at Harley and remembered
to tell Stedman more news. “Almost forgot, the Captain called the
D.A. and he’s hopping mad too.”

Great, Stedman thought, realizing the pain in
his temples was not from the hat. “Is he waiting around the corner
to kick my ass too or just expecting a phone call?”

“Oh, I think he likes his bed too much to
kick your ass in person. I might recommend a phone call
though.”

Stedman had always appreciated his
Undersheriff’s understated humor and good advice and nodded in
agreement. The D.A. was mostly just an irritant. Sure, if Mack made
a mess of things the D.A. would rant and rave, and then blame the
Sheriff in the paper for whatever poor result was obtained. On the
other hand, if Mack made this arrest, and the D.A. got even a
decent plea bargain, he’d brag about the results and talk about the
interagency cooperation he had fostered. No arrest, no bragging;
weak case and he had a whipping boy. How bad could that be?

Mack knew that the D.A. squirmed whenever
Stedman’s name was mentioned anyway. Another lawyer, even one
carrying a pistol instead of a law book was competition. And as
much as Mack tried never to express an opinion about what the D.A.
was doing with his cases, every once in a while something just had
to be said, and it never turned out to be a good conversation. Mack
had to shrug though. If being a prosecutor was so easy he might
have tried it out himself. Instead, he had to admit, he had taken
down his shingle, placed his name on the attorney’s inactive list,
and announced his candidacy for Sheriff. After twelve years
practicing law in Denver he had had all he could take of the
profession. Gut wrenching trials, dishonest clients, clients who
wouldn’t pay, and even worse, good, honest clients with real
grievances that the justice system screwed out of the remedies they
deserved.

So, after the weekend in the car he had
driven back to Denver, walked into the house he had shared with his
wife for a decade, packed a duffle bag, taken leave of absence from
his firm and with his tail tucked between his legs, set out for
Grover. Not exactly the plan he had thought about for a decade, not
alone in a new place, but it was fresh, and free and like everyone
else in the west, it was a new start. The divorce lawyer tracked
him down and had a sheriff’s deputy serve him with papers, and he
had tossed them into the fire. She could have whatever she wanted,
he decided, but he knew all she really wanted was another drink,
and for him to let her go, so he did. In the end she had been
pretty fair, not that he had accumulated that much, and since he
had long ago resolved never to set foot in that house again, he
ended up with the checking account, meager as it was, the car he
had driven to Grover, and half of his IRA. Well worth the price, he
told himself, but every time she called him, usually drunk, and
getting worse, the guilt of leaving her to what he knew would be a
bad end was a cancer that worsened. He had kept a diary, true
stories of the hell he had lived as she came to pieces, refusing to
get help, denying her problem, the nights she hadn’t come home, the
days he had found her drunk by lunch, the spoiled parties, the
snoring so loud at night he couldn’t sleep even in the basement
with a couch cushion pressed over his ears. She had chosen to live
in a bottle, and, after too many years slowly realizing that was
the truth, he had chosen to live without her, but, his chest still
ached when he thought about the good years, when he still had the
fantastic thought that maybe she would get the cure. And his
daughter, trapped by a judicial system gone awry, who, now twelve
was already escaping to the safety and security of her friends’
houses, desperate to come to Grover if she could, Mack scheduled
back in Court again to try and convince the Judge to release the
girl from the grips of Sheila’s binges.

It had been three years now since he had come
to Grover, and Sheila had just worsened. The house went to
foreclosure. She had sold, although his daughter had told him
stories that made him suspect she had even given away the forty-two
thousand dollars SUV he had left behind, and Mack knew the money
had to be just about finished. He paid the child support
religiously, knew it went for vodka and wine, and when he could,
slipped his daughter some money so she would have some, just in
case.

But, here he was, tugging at the brim of his
hat again, pretending, or maybe really being the Sheriff, it was
hard for him to tell right now, and consumed with something much
bigger than the self-destruction of his ex-wife. Sooner or later,
Stedman realized, we all have this same, cold, end. His ex-wife’s
suicidal binges, Mary Ellen’s accidental dinner guest, or whatever
lay ahead for him, all ended the same way.

Stedman looked up from the casing and strode
around the corner of the house to where the Trooper Captain stood
fuming next to his patrol car.

“Sheriff,” the Captain acknowledged gruffly,
standing stiffly in his starched, blue uniform and smokey bear
hat.

“How you doing Cliff?” asked Mack as
informally as he could.

Captain Pitoli stared at him hard for a
moment and cleared his throat. “I got your man’s call about a
roadblock, Sheriff. I’m afraid we can’t really assist.”

“I’ve got a murder on my hands, Cliff, what
do you mean you can’t assist?”

“We’ve got protocols, Sheriff. Road blocks
don’t just happen. We need to brief the troop, set up random
selection procedures and consistent contact rules.”

Stedman had to take off his hat and rub his
aching head. “Cliff, that’s the law for DUI sobriety stops.”

“Don’t you lecture me about the law,
Stedman,” the Captain hurled back at him. “You might be Sheriff
around here, but to me you’re just one more smart ass guy from
Denver thinking he knows something special.”

Stedman was not really prepared for the
attack. He and Cliff had always gotten along fine. Then again, Mack
had never gotten into the multi-jurisdictional argument about who
was the “chief law enforcement officer”, something he heard a lot
about at the annual Sheriff’s convention from other beleaguered
officials. Was it the Sheriff, the DA, or did the State Patrol,
working under the authority of the Governor’s office that could
pull the final trump card? Stedman pondered the argument just long
enough to realize this was not the time for subtle persuasion.

“Let me say it again, there’s been a murder
here. Probably a professional killing and I have to believe the
Shooter is no local. He can’t hide out for long without somebody
suspecting him. Hell every tourist with dark glasses will probably
get stared down here for a month. I think he must know where he is
and how to get out. The getting out is simple enough really;
there’s four ways in and out of this place. I’ve got the gravel
roads covered but I’m out of deputies, posse and all.” Stedman
paused and stared hard at Pitoli, then at his watch.

“It’s been thirty two minutes since he pulled
the trigger, unless he flew out on wings he’s close to the county
line already. You want to go look at the bodies and ponder this?
Maybe call your boss or the governor, or have a conversation with
your department psychiatrist or do you want to help me catch this
guy?” Stedman knew he had overstepped as soon as the words tumbled
out of his mouth. Pitoli’s teeth were clenched so hard Mack thought
he might crush a tooth.

“Hey, Captain,” Nick said, ambling over to
where Stedman also stood.

Pitoli was about to respond to Stedman, but
greeted the Undersheriff instead. “Evening Nick,” he said cordially
enough between his clenched teeth.

“I see the two of you are getting along
fine,” Nick remarked, smiling more broadly than usual. By all
rights Nick should have been Sheriff and not Stedman but when the
position opened up he had been laid up after an accident training a
horse. Broken ribs, and a knee so bad he couldn’t stand without a
cane or a wall to lean on. And, despite years off the bottle,
everybody in town still remembered when it was Nick being drug out
of the bars by the Sheriff; he’d just been on the wrong side of the
bars too many times, at least he thought so, for the town to give
him the job. He’d been pretty surprised when Stedman had been
elected, that’s for sure, but the other candidate, a retired cop
from San Francisco was even more of an outsider than Mack, and
Stedman had a gift for making good speeches, and not being an
asshole, an admirable quality Nick thought for a lawyer. Nick had
been even more surprised when Stedman had kept him on as
Undersheriff, but Nick had to admit that over the past three years
the relationship had worked out pretty well. Not quite a
partnership but close enough. The ground rules were simple: Mack
was the decision maker but Nick reminded him of the right choices,
usually in time for Mack to make the right decision. Right now Mack
needed help.

Stedman was reading his watch again. Pitoli
was grinding his teeth. And Nick slid some chew into his cheek and
spat. “Whatcha’ think, Captain?” he finally said.

“I think this town needs a new goddamn
Sheriff...” Pitoli grumbled.

Stedman began to open his mouth but Nick spat
again, almost hitting Mack’s boots, creating enough diversion to
speak first. “Oh, sorry about that Mack.,” he started, and then he
quickly spoke to Pitoli, “Some would agree with that around here,
Captain. But you know, I think the Sheriff we got is right about
this one. Mary Ellen’s a mess in there, and her evening date’s just
as bad, and if I were a betting man I’d put money on Mack’s theory.
How ‘bout a little love here, Captain? A couple cruisers at the
county line just looking for a late night drunk...or maybe a big
arrest.”

Stedman could see the man at least thinking
it through. Nick spat again, away from Stedman’s boots, and
continued. “I spoke with Judge Spangler a couple minutes ago and
he’s ready to sign a warrant. Make the stop clean and legal. What
else can you ask for?”

Pitoli took a deep breath. He felt chagrined
suddenly for his outburst at Stedman, who was standing now like the
meek, rookie, deputy sheriff he really was. The Captain had worked
with Nick for almost two decades and the man had never let him
down; what else could he say. “Alright, I’ll give you two hours, at
each county line.”

“How soon?” Mack asked before Nick could spit
again.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake Stedman, they’re on
the way already,” Pitoli said dismissing the question, “I was just
making sure I didn’t need to send them home; that you were going to
get the Judge on board.” The Captain turned toward his cruiser and
then looked back at Nick “Get me that warrant,” he said bruskly,
and then got into the car.

Stedman stared after the cruiser as Pitoli
disappeared around the corner and out of sight and then directed
his gaze at Nick. “So when did you and the Judge revisit the
warrant issue?”

“Oh we will, just as soon as you write the
affidavit, Mack.”

Stedman felt a swelling vein in his neck but
he restrained himself. “When is the bureau going to get here?” he
asked instead.

Nick looked at his watch. “Ought to be within
the hour. Clear night drive from the city will get them here right
about then I suppose.”

Stedman pondered the scene. “What are you
going to do with Rex?” he finally asked.

Nick looked over to his car where the big man
seemed to have fallen asleep. “I guess I’ll let him sleep it off
and then send him home.”

Stedman nodded. The last thing he needed was
a book-in procedure in the middle of a murder case. “I’ll be in the
office for a while,” he said, climbing in behind the wheel of his
car. “Keep things under control until the bureau finishes here,
whenever they decide to show up, will you?”

Nick smiled, as usual, and spat into the
dirt. “You might want to call the D.A....” he mentioned again, and
then turned away, back toward the shattered glass, and the dirty
business he had come to clean up.

Stedman turned his car back toward the
Sheriff’s office. He really needed to make that phone call. He
flipped his phone open and dialed the District Attorney’s on-call
number. “Sheriff Stedman calling for the District Attorney,” he
remarked when the service answered. “Yeah, I need to speak with him
about a crime scene up here. He’s got my pager number but I’ll be
in my office in a few minutes.”

Mack ended the call and drove slowly back to
the station. A streak of heat lightening flashed on the horizon,
high above the grassy plains and sage brush hills between town and
the tall mountains to the east. Could be raining somewhere over
that way, he thought, glancing up at the clear sky above to see if
any weather was creeping into the valley. Stedman rolled into his
parking space and turned the ignition off. He felt weary. He could
still taste the sour residue of his vomit. His head ache was
worsening. He had a flash of a memory of a time with Mary Ellen,
him sliding his hands under her blouse as he had snuck up behind
her and her surprised but joyful look as she spun around to kiss
him, and he realized, suddenly, sharply, that she had been standing
in the same spot in the kitchen where she must have been when the
first shot rang out. What had been her last thoughts? Had she ever
thought of him, of his idle talk of the happy life they would have
if she would just come live in sin with him? But this was Grover,
and Mary Ellen had too many Stedmans already, and she didn’t want
another. She wanted a ring, and a commitment, and Stedman had too
many fresh cuts to give her either. So, instead, Mack had stopped
things with Mary Ellen like turning off a garden hose spigot. She
had never said a thing, at least not to his face. She had been that
kind of woman, proud and self-confident. He thought she had to know
that he probably did love her, and he sent her cards, and a letter
confessing his weakness but he just couldn’t go where she needed
him to be. They had spoke just once this past year, other than the
greetings and casual remarks courteously exchanged when they met in
public places, and she had told him how she had kept what he had
written, and still hoped for better from him. Not that she said it
that way, but that was what Mack heard, and knew it to be true.

Stedman suddenly raised his head from where
he had leaned it on the steering wheel. My God! he exclaimed, maybe
out loud, maybe just screaming in his head. The bureau is going to
tear that place apart. How public might his private indiscretions
become? Mack felt a rising panic and gripped the wheel even harder.
Never mind, he counseled himself, get your butt inside and write
the warrant. Do the job, god dammit!

Sheriff Mack Stedman pushed open the door to
his car and slammed it behind him. No time for this, he thought. Do
the job.


CHAPTER 3

Writing a warrant affidavit required Stedman to focus
on the facts, get it right, establish probable cause to the Judge,
let him know that somewhere near Grover a fugitive was running for
the county line. Stedman was at his desk. The hat was on the coat
rack, pretense ridiculous now. Through his open door he could see
sheet lightening on the horizon, the snow that still covered the
peaks brilliant when the sky snapped bright with the electricity,
then dark again. He held his hands above the keyboard, the monitor
screen waiting for his thoughts to begin. John Doe, name unknown,
race, unknown, height...unknown, hell, sex unknown. Mack tried to
imagine what the Judge would want to read, what information would
be enough to convince the old coot that the Sheriff should have a
legal right to detain someone, put them face first onto the
roadway, pull their arms back, lacing their wrists with metal
cuffs, and drag them off to the jail on suspicion of murder, a
no-bond charge likely to result in days, if not months of
incarceration while the lawyers argued over how the story should
end.
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