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Acclaim for Steadman's Blind


What readers are saying...





 "Just like  Nocturne In Ashes, I found Steadman's Blind a one session page-turner and gave it five Amazon stars."

~ Ron Keeler, Read 4 Fun  



"Ms.  Chase's second novel is just as unputdownable as the first one was. I  got lost in the book and the world the author created, transported to  another place and time."

~ Gabi Rosetti (reader, Amazon.com)  



"Author  Joslyn Chase has now confirmed my first impressions of her being a  formidable suspense writer bound to make readers sit up and take  notice."

~ Manie Kilian (reader, Amazon.com)  



"As  always in her writing, the settings and action scenes are vividly  portrayed and the relationships between the characters are seamless and  authentic. Ms Chase has a talent for bringing characters to life."

~ ReadnGrow (Amazon.com)   
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A Note from the Author




This book is not a prequel, or a sequel. This story runs parallel to my thriller,  Nocturne In Ashes, taking place in the same time period and setting, and sharing some of the same characters. 

That’s why I’m calling it a paraquel.

Each book can certainly be read as a stand-alone, but the two stories intertwine in a few spots, and if you’ve read one of them, I think you’ll enjoy experiencing the crossover when you read the sister book.

Here’s how one Amazon reviewer put it:



“Having read and thoroughly enjoyed Nocturne in Ashes by the same author, I really looked forward to reading this book, Steadman's Blind, as well.

Set in the same milieu as Nocturne in Ashes and having the eruption of Mount Rainier as a pivotal point in both books, I was rather curious as to how the author, Joslyn Chase, was going to prevent a huge overlap in the two mentioned thrillers. 

I need not have worried. 

Except for two chapters that simply touched on the events in Nocturne in Ashes, Steadman's Blind is a completely separate, standalone thriller and even more of a suspenseful, compelling read that just about thrilled me to bits.

The interaction between Chief Randall Steadman and Detective Cory Frost is especially insightful, leaving no doubt in my mind that I would love to read a whole lot more of these two characters in future.”



To give you a better idea of how the two stories build on and relate to each other, consider this:

If you’ve already read the suspense-packed Nocturne In Ashes, you know that it took Chief Steadman and his partner, Detective Frost, three days to reach the scene of the crimes occurring in Nocturne.

When you read this book, you’ll know why.








  
  
Prologue




Fifty-eight miles south of Seattle, Mt. Rainier rises to meet the clouds. Reigning queen of the landscape, she symbolizes the pristine beauty of the Pacific Northwest, robed in emerald, and crowned with diamond-sparkling snow, the graceful sweep of her slopes soaring up to draw the eye and gladden the heart. 

But the benevolent appearance of the mountain masks a deadly and volatile might.

Within the reach of that power, communities nestle. Secure in the belief that life today will continue as it did yesterday, and the day before, and for so many days before that, people build houses, elect officials, establish commerce, and do all manner of things to create a haven for themselves and their loved ones. 

While deep below Rainier’s surface, a river of molten rock pushes up against the stratified layers, fracturing the bed of stone into splinters and sending tremors through the mountain and surrounding areas. 

For thousands of years, torrents of rain and melting snow have mixed with sulphuric acid, seeping into the rock, altering it into a crumbling clay-like substance, unstable and susceptible to landslides. 

Fifty-six hundred years ago, Rainier’s eastern flank blew sky high in the great Osceola mudslide, covering 212 square miles in a thick, acidic sludge, obliterating every living thing.

Now her western side is primed to go.

Early in the summer, the volcano woke like a fussy baby after a long nap, burping and bawling, grabbing everyone’s attention, and mobilizing politicians, the media, and emergency response teams to prepare for a major catastrophe. 

For months, regal Rainier has entertained her surrounding human subjects like an eccentric hostess at a cocktail party. Trembling, grumbling, puffing smoke—fierce and lively one moment, silent and sulking the next.

In her shadow, life continues. People sleep through the night, get up, and go to work. Families argue, play, walk the dog, and love each other. 

Like the story of the boy who cried wolf, people find it easier and easier to ignore Rainier’s dramatics as everyday life reclaims them. 

Politicians give in to pressure from loggers and business owners losing revenue due to road closures. 

Government agencies run out of money for maintaining watches and road blocks. Life in Seattle and surrounding communities returns to business as usual.

Only a handful of scientists and researchers remain vigilant and concerned.

They gauge the tremors beneath her, noticing how her shape is changing, like the burgeoning of a woman preparing to give birth. She is distending under the building pressure within, equalized only by the yards-thick layer of snowpack pressing down from without. 

They worry that the icy shell is cracking, destabilized by the earthquakes and the heat of the magma as it travels up into the throat of the volcano. 

They fear that a few degrees more, and the coat of snow will slide down the mountainside like butter off a hotcake, triggering an avalanche of unparalleled proportions. 

They know what will happen next. 

The enormous weight rolling off Rainier’s western shoulder will allow the inexorable pressure of gas and hot stone to spurt forth, uncontained, blowing aside the weak, altered rock in a savage eruption with a power 7500 times greater than the atomic blast at Hiroshima.

A poisonous plume of ash and gas will rise into a hideously exaggerated mushroom cloud extending miles into the sky, where the negatively charged ash will clash violently with the positively charged gas to spawn a hellish network of lightning bolts and streaking balls of fire.

It will be the deadliest day in American history—ending lives, changing lives, reminding people how precious life is.

And how precarious.








  
  
Chapter 1



Chief Deputy Randall Steadman set his jaw and ground his teeth together. Fear wrestled against frustration somewhere behind his belt buckle, stirring up a queasy tightness in his gut.  

For miles in front of him, traffic inched forward on streets crammed to capacity, allowing him to experience the full joys of a Portland rush hour, complete with rude hand gestures, honking horns, and blaring car stereos.

He itched to flip on the light bar and clear a path, but he wasn’t behind the wheel of his service vehicle, and he was out of uniform and out of his jurisdiction. He’d made the three-hour drive south after a frantic phone call from his sister.

A phone call that left him cold.

Nan was a pretty put-together gal. Whatever happened down here in Oregon had spooked her good and that scared Steadman. 

He’d relied on his big sister for most of his life, and now it was plain she was relying on him. For reasons that went deep—beyond standard sibling solidarity—he could not let her down.

The late summer sun beat down through the windshield of his car, canceling out the efforts of his air conditioner, and the engine temperature gauge was creeping higher than he liked to see. 

He switched off the AC and powered down the windows, resigned to suffering through until traffic picked up again. According to the GPS, he only had two-and-a-half miles to go before he reached the hospital.

The hospital.

Nan hadn’t told him why she’d chosen that as their meeting place and she hadn’t left him time to ask, but Steadman knew it couldn’t be good. He dreaded what he might find when he got there. 

A sudden gust of diesel fumes from a truck up ahead permeated the air and Steadman felt like he might suffocate—from the smell, from the heat, from the anxious stone that pressed down inside his chest.

Whatever this was, whatever tragedy Nan faced, it surely couldn’t be as bad as his gut was making it out to be.

Could it?

The red light blinked to green, and Steadman let off the brake, moving forward enough to get a slight breeze across his sweaty brow. Another ten minutes and the robotic GPS voice let him know he was arriving at his destination. 

He pulled into the first parking spot he came across, not caring how far he had to walk. He needed that time to decompress and prepare.

Nan had texted him a room number. After checking in at the front desk, he caught the elevator up to the third floor and passed a nurse’s station where a solitary head bent over a stack of medical files. 

The hallway was deserted. Only the smell of rubbing alcohol lingered there, following him as he made his way down the corridor to stop outside room 324.

He took a deep breath and let it trickle out, readying himself to push open that door and be strong for his sister. 

But before he could reach out a hand, the door swept inward, and Steadman was staring at two cops in uniform. They hesitated, looking him over, and Steadman knew what they were thinking. It was all the things he would be thinking. 

The way you get after years on the job.

Nan pushed between them and folded Steadman in a tight embrace.

“I knew you’d get here quick,” she said.

He pulled away enough to look her in the face. A reddened lump swelled beside her right temple, and the eye was shadowed by bruises, black turning purple.

“What happened?” he asked. “Were you in a car accident? Is Hank okay?”

Steadman looked beyond her to the hospital bed, swathed in sheets and shadows. The sleeping form was her husband, Hank, and Steadman got a quick impression of tubes. 

Lots of tubes.

Nan closed her teeth over her upper lip in that bulldog way she had and Steadman saw a pleading look in her eyes before her gaze dropped away. He noticed she was shivering.

“This is my brother, Chief Deputy Randall Steadman,” she told the policemen. “He drove down from the Seattle area.”

Steadman shook their hands, and they exchanged professional courtesies before he turned back to Nan and lifted his fingers to her damaged cheek.

“What happened?” he repeated.

There was a pause before she answered. “It wasn’t a car accident,” she said. “We were attacked.”

“Attacked? What—”

“I’m sorry, Rand.” She staggered under his grip and raised a shaky hand to her throat. “I really need some coffee and something to eat.” 

She turned to the officers. “If there’s nothing else you need from me, I think I’ll go to the cafeteria.”

“Of course, Mrs. Meninger. We’ll be in touch.”

They nodded their goodbyes and left. Nan clutched Steadman’s arm as she watched the policemen stride down the corridor. 

He felt her tremble like a sapling in a windstorm, but she didn’t speak until the men stopped at the elevator and punched the call button.

“I’ll go get my purse,” she whispered. “We need to talk.”








  
  
Chapter 2



Nan’s cup of coffee sat untouched on the table in front of her, the rising tendrils of vapor waning as it grew cold. Steadman watched her face, the leaden lump in his stomach growing with each moment that passed. 

She was tough, his sister, and the bones of her skull stood out under pallid skin like a Mt. Rushmore monument, solid and unmoving. But there was fear in her eyes, tinged with despair. 

That alarmed him, and the swelling at her temple and blackened eye sent anger swirling through his growing sense of dread.

“Tell me what happened, Nan,” he prompted. “When, where, and—if possible—who.”

A wash of color came into her face, and he was relieved to see there was still some spirit left in her.

“Oh, I know who well enough,” she said, her voice shot through with acid. “They made no effort to disguise themselves.”

“Did you tell the police?”

She pressed her lips together, blanching them white. Her nostrils flared as she drew a breath through her nose. “I did not.”

The heavy lump in his gut sank. “What’s going on, Nan? I guess you’ve got a lot to tell me, but first I want to know about Hank. How bad is it?”

She closed her eyes, face twisting as she wrestled her emotions. Steadman covered her shaking hand with his own and waited. 

Almost a minute passed before she swallowed hard and opened her mouth to speak.

“They kicked him. Two vicious bastards taking turns with their heavy boots.” 

Her voice went squeaky, and she paused, taking a deep breath. “He’s got four cracked ribs, a broken arm, a broken nose, and a ruptured spleen. He lost three teeth, and his face is unrecognizable. He’ll never again be the pretty boy I married.”

Steadman squeezed her hand. Bad as it was, he had feared worse. “Well, Nan,” he said, hoping to lighten the mood, “that ship sailed a long time ago.”

She gave him a weak smile. “Don’t I know it. But—” A little sob escaped her lips, and she bit down hard, staunching the flow. “I love him so much, Rand.”

“I know, Sis. I know.”

A loud clatter reverberated through the room as an attendant deposited a load of clean trays into a rack at the head of the cafeteria line. Steadman watched an elderly couple pry one from the top of the stack and begin working their shaky way along the path of options, consulting each other with every choice. 

Hank and Nan would grow old together like that—sweet to each other, caring, united.

He turned his gaze back to Nan. “Hank will be okay, then. His prognosis is good, right?”

Her lips thinned to a grim line and again he saw that spark of color come into her face.

“He’ll survive. Until they come for him again.”

“Why would they do that, Nan? Who are these guys?”

“They’re sharks.”

Steadman wasn’t sure how to take that remark. Was it a reference to the cold and brutal nature of Hank’s attackers, or was she telling him their profession?

“You mean, like loan sharks?” he ventured.

She nodded. “Yes, and worse. I’m not sure what all they’re into, but they’re bad news.”

“How on earth did Hank get mixed up with them?”

She sighed. “You know Ronnie’s in his second year at MIT.”

Steadman stared at her. “Hank borrowed college funds from a loan shark?”

She leveled that big sister glare at him across the table. “He’s not stupid, Rand. It didn’t happen like you think. Hank got sucked in, little by little, by pros who knew just where to put the pressure.”

Despite the anxiety that gnawed at his gut, Steadman admired Nan for standing by her man. They might be going down, but they were going down together. 

He hoped he could find a way to throw them a lifeline.

“Start at the beginning, Nan,” he said, trying to keep his voice free from any trace of judgment, “and put me in the picture.”

She canted her lower lip and blew out a frustrated sigh that reached her bangs, fluttering them as it passed. 

“As you know, Hank’s a night manager at the Hilton. In the course of his business, he became aware that these guys were running an illegal high-stakes poker game from their hotel suite. Their leader is a man called Abe Lizardo. He offered Hank a thousand dollars to look the other way.”

She broke off, swirls of red staining her cheeks. 

“It sounds terrible, the way I put it.” A pleading note crept into her voice. “But you’ve got to understand there was a lot going on for us. We were squeezed pretty tight with no room to breathe or see our way clear. Car broke down, late on the mortgage, bills coming due, and time to pay another round of tuition. College costs more than a house, these days. Hank thought it would be a onetime deal. He let it slide.”

Steadman saw all too clearly where this was going. It was like letting the camel put one foot inside the tent. Pretty soon you’ve got the whole animal on your lap and you’re drowning in sand.

“I can see the wheels churning inside your head, Rand, and whatever you’re thinking, it’s probably not far off the mark. The games continued, the payouts got bigger, and by the time Hank realized how deep he was in, he couldn’t get out. He was complicit. So when they stopped paying him there was nothing he could do about it. They had him by the balls.”

Steadman grimaced. “Ouch. So why’d they beat him up? Did he end up ratting them out?”

Nan clenched her fists on the table in front of her, nearly spilling the cup of congealing coffee.

“I only wish he had. No, we’d come to count on that extra money, and when they stopped paying for Hank’s silence, it hurt. But Abe wasn’t finished with Hank. He brought him into his fancy suite, buttered him up, told him the hush money had stopped because he was one of them now, part of the team, and he was welcome at the table. They’d even stake him the first game.”

Steadman groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding. What the hell was he thinking, Nan?”

She scowled at him, her teeth going up over her lip in that classic Nan expression of stubborn annoyance.

“You don’t know these guys. They’re urbane and charismatic. Car salesman types that can convince you they’re your best pal while they’re sizing you up for a coffin. Hank figured it wouldn’t hurt to play that first game, with their money. He cleaned up, too. Brought home a pile, that night.”

Steadman snorted. “Naturally, Nan. That’s how it’s done. He was hooked, right?”

She sighed. “By the nose. They sucked him dry, and then some.” She rubbed at a spot on her forehead with two shaking fingers. “We’re putting the house on the market and hoping it sells before they come back to break Hank’s legs.”

“Oh heavens, Nan,” Steadman felt a vein of cold misery spreading through him. “Why didn’t you tell the police?”

She gave him a pointed look. “That’s the first thing they warned us about. Told us they had police protection, key officers on the payroll, and it would only go harder on us if we squealed.”

Steadman swallowed and tossed through his mental inventory for some way to bring her comfort.

“They’re not going to hurt you so bad you can’t cough up the money. They want you operational, Nan. It sounds like they’re giving you some sort of deadline?”

“Six weeks. They said if we didn’t pay up in six weeks, Hank’s a dead man.”

He patted her hand. “They’re not going to kill him, Sis. That’s just to scare you.”

Her face crumpled, and she bit her lip, silent tears spilling from her reddened eyes. She brushed them off and stared across the table at Steadman, her jaw hardening.

“Jeb Openshaw, the man Hank replaced at the hotel—he died in a hit-and-run accident. A newspaper clipping about the incident was left in an envelope on Hank’s desk. If they don’t get their money, they cut their losses and make an example.”

Steadman saw the shudder that ran through her. He moved his chair next to hers and wrapped his arms around her, rocking her, wondering what the hell his next move should be. After a few moments, she pulled away and smoothed the hair back from her face, sitting taller in her chair, chin lifted.

“I spent a lot of time thinking,” she said. “While Hank was in surgery, while I waited beside his broken body for you to arrive.” She speared Steadman with her big sister gaze.

“And I came up with a plan.”








  
  
Chapter 3



Newly christened Detective Cory Frost tried balancing his breakfast in one hand while pulling open the door to the training room with the other.  

The two slabs of peanut butter toast were no problem, held firmly together, face to face, and wrapped in a paper towel. And the pint of chocolate milk rested firmly against his wrist. 

It was the orange that defeated him.

He lost his grip on the soft-ball-sized fruit, and it bounced, then rolled into the path of a sergeant in a hurry who kicked it back in Frost’s direction.

“Sorry about that,” Frost mumbled, bending down to retrieve the orange.

The notebook tucked beneath his elbow slid down the side of his uniform trousers and splayed open on the floor. He sighed. Picking it up, he used it as a tray and arranged the breakfast items on top, except for the orange, which he tried to cram into the pocket of his jacket. 

Again, it escaped him, but he managed to scoop it from the air before it hit the floor, bringing him into a crouching position like a catcher at home plate.

Before he could rise, a shapely pair of ankles appeared in front of his face.

“That’s some impressive juggling, Detective. Do you do birthday parties?”

He stood, feeling his face go hot. The uniformed woman regarding him with an expression half scorn, half amusement, was a heart-stopper. Glowing cocoa complexion, glossy dark hair cascading in a smooth sweep over a perfect brow, lips a cover girl would kill for. 

Frost stared.

The woman raised an eyebrow. “I’ll hold the door for you,” she said, reaching for the handle, “but I get half the orange.”

Frost froze like a deer in the headlights. Not a single clever response came to him, but he was saved from saying something stupid when the door burst open, nearly knocking them down, and Sheriff Polander glared at the both of them.

“Hurry it up, people. We’re about to start.”

Frost waggled his eyebrows, getting a grin in return. He held tight to his breakfast and stepped into the room after the woman, getting another glimpse of her stunning figure. 

His heart sank when he saw the crowded tables with no two seats together. He’d started to imagine sharing his day—as well as his orange—with his captivating colleague, but they were forced apart, to opposite sides of the room. 

He took a seat at the front table to the left of the podium and laid out his items, noticing that the woman was across the aisle and well behind him.

He hadn’t seen her before, but he was brand new in the detective division and still had a lot of people to meet. In the brief moment he’d been with her, he noticed she wore no ring on her left hand and the name on her tag was longish and started with a J. 

And she was gorgeous and witty and…

He crushed a mental boot down on these thoughts. He needed to reclaim his focus, get his head in the right place or he’d end up back in Patrol for another rotation. He’d worked hard for this promotion, and it jazzed him to be part of Investigations. 

Opening his notebook, he wrote the date at the top of the page, ready to record the salient points of the training.

“Jamieson!”

The sheriff bellowed the name to the back rows. “Did Chief Deputy Steadman come over with you?”

“No, sir.” Frost recognized her voice and turned in his seat. 

Jamieson.

“He’s on emergency leave,” she continued. “Had a family issue down in Portland.”

“Why am I just hearing about this now? He’s supposed to give the potential hazard report.”

“Yes sir, I know. He asked me to apologize, and he prepped me to do it.”

“Is that right?” 

The sheriff took a sip of coffee. “I want you here up front, then. Dooley,” he gestured to Frost’s table mate. “Trade places with Jamieson, if you would.”

“Sure thing, Sheriff.”

And just like that, Frost was sitting next to the most beautiful girl in the room, trying to listen and stay focused on the subject at hand. His peanut butter toast went untouched, cold and forgotten.

But he peeled the orange, keeping the skin intact, and laid a perfect half on top, sliding it in her direction like a supplicant’s offering to his goddess.








  
  
Chapter 4



Steadman choked on a mouthful of lukewarm coffee, getting half of it down, spewing half of it back into the cup. He coughed, working to clear his throat so he could spit some words out, though he had no idea what he might say.  

The suggestion his sister had just made was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard.

“There’s no need to be so dramatic about it, Rand,” she chided, handing him a napkin. “It’s a pragmatic plan that has a good chance of working.”

“In what universe?” Steadman asked, his head reeling. “I don’t play poker, Nan.”

“Yes, but how hard can it be?” she countered. “For you, I mean. You’re trained to observe and interpret body language. You know when people are lying, all the little things they do to give themselves away. Nobody can bluff you.”

He stared at her. “Nan, this isn’t television. Poker is a whole different world—and listen carefully because here’s the important part—I don’t play it. I barely know a full house from a straight flush.”

“But you can learn. You live right around the corner from that big casino. You can do some research on the internet and practice the skills at your friendly neighborhood poker tables.”

“For Pete’s sake, woman—have you gone insane?”

Steadman felt a pressure building inside his chest. He took a deep breath and let it roll out of him, rubbing the muscles at the back of his neck in an effort to relax.

“Nan, I understand you’re upset and worried, and you have every right to be. You’re looking for solutions to what feels like an insurmountable problem. I get that. But this plan sounds like a recipe for even more trouble. I can’t believe—”

“Rand, just shut up for a minute. I told myself all these same things while I sat in a cold, hard hospital chair waiting for my husband to come out of surgery after being beaten within an inch of his life. These are very bad men, playing a whole lot of angles, and the only way to escape this is to beat them at their own game—and that’s poker.”

Steadman sighed and dropped his head to rest in the palm of his hand. How did she still have this ability to reduce him to younger brother status, reminding him she was in charge?

“It takes money, Nan, to win at poker,” he pointed out. “And we don’t have any.”

She was nodding. “I know. I had mom’s jewelry appraised when this whole mess started. I hoped I wouldn’t have to sell, but I can get close to six thousand dollars for it. You can take that to the local casino and parlay it into a bigger stake. Hank said the buy-in at Abe’s table is ten thousand.”

She really had been thinking about this, scrambling to cover all the bases.

“This’ll be second nature to you, Rand,” she continued. “I know it will. I heard you telling Hank about that non-verbal communication seminar you attended in San Diego. Four days, Rand. Four days of intensive training so you can read the unintentional signals people give off. If anyone can do this, it’s you, little brother.” 

She dropped her hand over his and squeezed. “And you’re the only one who cares about me enough to even try.”

And there it was.

Nan going for the heart string, twanging away on familial duty, love, and the ever-powerful chord of guilt. They both knew she still held an ace up her sleeve, a card she could play with perfect assurance he’d comply. A card with Thad’s name on it.

He wouldn’t make her do that. 

Reaching that deep into a painful memory would leave a gash in both of them that might never heal. He dug the palms of his hands into his eyes and rubbed, hardly believing the sentence that was forming on his lips.

“You sell mom’s jewels, Nan, and I’ll see what I can do about learning some poker.”

As he spoke the words, he made a promise to himself as well. He’d do some digging behind the scenes.

There had to be another way around this problem.








  
  
Chapter 5



Frost kept his eyes forward, working to stay focused on Lieutenant Sharpton’s report on search and rescue operations in the county. It was a lost cause.  

The delicate scent of shampoo or shower gel, floral with a hint of spice, teased at him, reminding him how close she was. So close he could almost feel the radiance of her body heat.

He made notes and tried to formulate an intelligent question he might ask if the opportunity presented. The lieutenant pointed to lines on a chart and spouted figures Frost tried to pay attention to, but he couldn’t help worrying about the golden half of the orange he’d peeled. It sat untasted on the curl of rind, slowly dessicating. 

Like his ego.

She hadn’t touched it, had only given him a glance and the faintest, fleeting smile as he’d passed it over. He stamped down on his disappointment and opened his chocolate milk, determined to appear as nonchalant as she did.

The lieutenant finished, and the sheriff motioned with his pen like a symphony conductor. “Jamieson. You’re up!”

Rising gracefully from her chair, she rounded the table and turned to face the roomful of officers.  She smiled and Frost’s pulse ramped up, despite his best intentions.

“Thank you,” she said. “Chief Deputy Steadman sends his regrets, and I’ll do my best to cover the material like he would.” 

Her brow furrowed, and she took a few steps as if gathering her thoughts before addressing the room. When she spoke, her voice was clear and authoritative. Frost’s admiration climbed another notch.

“We all know that the destruction and loss of life will be catastrophic if Rainier erupts. But Chief tells me it’s not a matter of if—only when. And it could be any day now. He believes that, and he’s got me convinced. Here’s what we can expect.”

Frost took another swig of his milk while she brought up a map of western Washington on the screen at the front of the room.

“Scientists predict an eruption will go sideways—blowing out the western flank of the mountain. Ash and gas will spurt as high as six miles into the sky, and we’ll talk about that in a moment, but our first and biggest concern will be the mud.”

“Really?” questioned a sergeant in the second row. “When I think volcano, I think lava, magma, balls of fire. You’re saying mud is our primary concern?”

“There will be plenty of hazards vying for attention, Sergeant Givens,” she said, leveling her gaze at the questioner, “but this mud is no joke. Thirty-five square miles of ice and snow sit atop Mt. Rainier. If a pyroclastic eruption hits that snowpack with a thousand degrees Fahrenheit, melting that snow and mixing it with clay, rock, ash, and debris, the potential devastation is unimaginable. That tidal wave of mud will grow in size, speed, and power, plowing down everything in its path and traveling up to forty miles an hour, with the consistency of wet concrete.”

“Holy crap,” said Givens. “I have a newfound respect for mud.”

A titter of nervous laughter skittered among the lawmen.

“As you should,” the beautiful lieutenant said, nodding. “And if you care to use the proper name for those rivers of mud—out of respect—they’re called lahars.”

She tapped on the map. “Situated as we are, on the opposite side of the inlets, the lahars are unlikely to reach us. However, we’ll feel their effects in profound ways.”

Jamieson advanced the image on the screen, flashing through photos of utter destruction to illustrate her next points.

“That wall of mud—carrying the wreckage of trees, bridges, buildings, cars, and all manner of debris—will slam into the Point of Tacoma and will likely travel down the Nisqually valley as well, spilling into the Reach. When it hits our waterways, it will force our water to go elsewhere and we’ll have flooding of disastrous proportions, cutting off transportation routes and disrupting power and communications.”

“Sounds like it will set us back a hundred years in the space of a couple seconds,” shouted someone from the back.

“It may do exactly that,” Jamieson said. “We’re used to ease and convenience, but if this catastrophe happens, it will rock our little corner of the world.”

Frost felt a niggle of misgiving. Could something this momentous really happen here and now? It seemed unreal, but harsh things had happened in his life before and he was under no illusions about them happening again.

“What about the ash?” asked the sheriff. “I was a kid when Mount St. Helens blew and I remember ash raining down for weeks afterward, suffocating people, caving in roofs, clogging jet engines, making it cold and dark and causing all sorts of trouble.”

“Absolutely,” Jamieson agreed. “Ash is a big problem, but the degree to which it affects us will depend on the direction of the wind. If it’s blowing our way, we can expect greatly reduced visibility and air quality. Everyone should be stocking filter masks as well as all the usual emergency prep items.”

“Both Home Depot and Lowes are sold out,” said a sergeant from the table behind Frost.

“That’s your typical good news/bad news situation,” the sheriff said. “The good news is people are paying attention and stocking up. The bad news is—you’re going to choke, sergeant.”

Another scattering of laughter echoed in the room and the sheriff stood. “Anything else for us, Jamieson?”

“No sir, except to say I hope everyone will take this matter seriously.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. All right,” he said, glancing at his wristwatch, “let’s take a ten-minute break. Back in your seats by half past.”

People rose and started moving around the room, chatting and stretching. Frost stayed where he was, thinking about his mother, deciding he’d check on her after work and make sure she had emergency provisions, including filter masks. 

The lovely Lieutenant Jamieson sank into the chair next to him, releasing a long sigh and letting her head fall back, a tendril of raven hair escaping a pin to bounce against her cheek.

“Whew!” she said, pulling the peeled orange toward her and taking a big bite. “This hits the spot.”

Frost perked up, pleased and surprised.

“I was starting to fear you’d turned your nose up at my gift,” he said.

“Gift? What gift? This is payment—remember, juggler boy?” She laughed. “No, I was just so nervous I couldn’t eat anything this morning and now I’m starving.”

“Nervous? Why—about that?” Frost asked, gesturing toward the podium.

“Yes. Chief left me big shoes to fill and I’m terrible in front of a crowd.”

Frost shook his head. This woman continued to amaze him.

“I’m a trained detective, ma’am, and I saw no evidence of that whatsoever. You were fantastic.”

She smiled, and Frost noticed a dimple appear in her left cheek, sparking a little flame somewhere inside him. He considered this an auspicious moment.

From the time he was small, he’d had a consistent answer for those who asked what he wanted to be when he grew up. A sheriff’s detective, like his Granddad. 

His years in traffic and patrol, the hard work and study he’d put into his exams, all the stress and angst over getting this promotion was worth it, and he couldn’t wait to get started on his first real investigation.

And now, like a cherry on top of it all, Lieutenant Jamieson comes along as part of the team he’ll be working with. Maybe he should buy a lottery ticket on his way home. 

He smiled big and opened up his packet of peanut butter toast.

He was going to love this new job.








  
  
Chapter 6



The clack of poker chips combined with the flutter of shuffling cards to create a gentle backdrop of noise. Steadman hoped it was enough to cover the rumbling inside his gut.  

The growls stemmed not from hunger, but from nerves, and the soft green baize of the game table in front of him stretched out like a minefield, ready to blow him sky high with every faulty step.

He sat—tethered by a mixture of fear and obligation—in a chair with squeaky wheels in Garth Rafferty’s basement, three blocks from his own clapboard house. Light filtered in through the half-drawn blinds, gilded by the setting sun, dust motes floating in the beams like lazy ballerinas.    

He felt like a fool. 

He still couldn’t believe he’d let Nan talk him into this, but after some discreet investigation and a hard examination of what he’d discovered, he realized Nan’s portrayal of the situation was spot on. Hank was in the tight grip of some dangerous people, and they hadn’t left him any wiggle room. 

At least Nan's plan offered access, a way to crack open the impenetrable shell that surrounded their operation. After a long and emotional discussion with Vivi, his wife, he’d stepped off the edge of his own universe and into a strange new world.

Vivi’s feelings about his involvement were strong and varied, changing from one moment to the next. She was indignant over Hank and Nan’s situation, wanting justice done and vengeance dispensed, but she wanted someone other than her husband to be the hand that dealt it. 

They were expecting their first grandchild, and she was feeling protective. In the end, she conceded that Steadman wouldn’t feel right if he didn’t do what he could to help his sister, and she couldn’t sleep next to a man who tossed and turned all night.

It took Steadman less than an hour surfing the internet for poker wisdom to realize he needed a hands-on mentor, someone who could coach him through the nuances of the game.

That’s when he thought of Rafferty.

Garth Rafferty was a legend around the station. Retired ten years since, his name was still spoken in reverent tones within the taupe-colored walls of the department. He’d closed more cases than anyone else in the city’s history and put away some pretty heinous criminals. 

After wrapping up a nasty human trafficking case involving young Guatemalan girls, he hung up his uniform and donned a series of Hawaiian shirts while he quietly made a fortune in the local casinos. 

Most of it in poker cash.

Rafferty had been Chief Deputy when Steadman came in at the bottom rung of the detective division, and though they’d never directly worked a case together, Steadman had a lot of respect for the man and a lot of confidence in his abilities. 

They’d gotten to know each other in a mostly after-hours way, grabbing a beer after a shift or at one of Rafferty’s famous backyard barbecues. While they’d never grown beyond a casual friendship, Steadman felt he could go to the man, hat in hand.

It took some doing, but he talked Rafferty into taking him on as an apprentice. The older man balked at first, stoking the fires of Steadman’s desperation so that he leaked a little more information about Nan’s predicament than he probably should have. 

But something he said must have resonated because once he agreed, Rafferty took to his task like a bulldog with a bone, right from day one.

“Poker is not a game of cards,” he told Steadman as they settled in at the table. He pulled the perpetual toothpick from between his molars, stabbing it into the air to drive his point home. “It’s a game of people.” 

He shoved the toothpick back in and spoke around it. “Let the lesson begin.”

He shuffled and dealt out a hand of Texas Hold’em, two cards each, including a dummy position on either side of him, making it effectively a four-player game.

“Meet Deadpan One and Deadpan Two,” Rafferty said, motioning to the dummy hands. “You won’t be able to read a thing on their faces. Good poker players wear a mask you can’t get behind.”

“You mean all the training the department invested in teaching me to read faces won’t help at the poker table?” Steadman asked, fuming at Nan and her hare-brained idea.

“I didn’t say that,” Rafferty replied. “You’ll pick up on some body language, and your instincts are well-honed, but top-notch players are guarded and may even deliberately send a false message if they think you’ll bite. My point is that playing style and behavior will be better indicators, giving you a more accurate pinpoint into reading your opponents.”

Rafferty chewed on the toothpick and gave a rueful chuckle.

“Beyond that,” he said, “I was really just making a joke, Steadman. You got to lighten up. I mean, how much do you really think you’ll get out of those faces?” he asked, gesturing to the empty spaces above the dummy cards.

Steadman laughed, but the tight-sprung wire within him didn’t loosen. He had a lot to learn, and so much was hanging on this education.

“All right,” said Rafferty, “let’s play through a hand. I’m the dealer this time, so that means I’m on the button.” He indicated a round, white token a bit larger than a poker chip in front of him. 

“Now, that doesn’t necessarily mean I’ll be the one handing round the cards. In fact, the nominal dealer rarely does. It’s just a way of keeping track of the rotation as play moves around the table.”

“Okay,” Steadman said. “I’ll take what you’re saying and hope it makes sense before too long.”

“No time at all, my friend. You’ll be playing like an old pro by week’s end. Okay, so I’m on the button, and the player to my left is the small blind. That makes you the big blind.”

“Sounds like a term that fits,” Steadman said. “What does it mean?”

“A blind is a forced bet. In a 5/10 game, it means the small blind is forced to lay out a five-dollar bet and you, as the big blind, must double that.”

“So I have to bet ten dollars, whether I want to, or not?”

“Them’s the rules.”

“Why?”

Rafferty tossed the chewed-up toothpick into a cut-glass ash tray and placed both hands, palm down, on the table in front of him. “Think about it, Steadman. Let me know what you come up with.”

Steadman squirmed. He didn’t want to think about it, but remembering why he was there brought the reason to his mind with crystal clarity.

“Okay, I get it,” he said. “There’s no point in playing if there’s nothing at stake. Still, I hate someone forcing my hand.”

Rafferty gave him a piercing look. “Then don’t get in the game,” he said. 

A moment ticked by as the older man continued to scrutinize him and Steadman knew he was talking about more than poker. At last Rafferty cleared his throat and asked, “Are you in?”

Steadman thought over the arguments he’d had with himself, Vivi’s tortured conclusion, Nan’s riven face. He remembered Hank in that hospital bed, full of tubes, with more and worse to come. He wished he could formulate a better solution, but big blind was all too apt a description for the way he felt. 

He picked up his cards. “I’m in.”

“All right,” Rafferty said, helping himself to a new toothpick and advancing a red five-dollar chip from the dummy player to his left. “Ten, to you.”

Steadman pushed forward a blue chip.

“And now the action starts with the player to the left of the big blind. This guy,” Rafferty said, jerking a thumb toward the other empty seat. “He has three options. He can fold. If he’s got a couple of lower, non-consecutive unsuited cards, that’s what he should do. There are plenty of other times when it might be smart to fold, and you’ll learn those as we go along.”

Steadman rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“He can call,” continued Rafferty, “meaning he matches what the highest betting player has put up. In this case, that’s you, and he would match your ten.” Rafferty placed a blue chip for the dummy.

“Just for fun,” he said, “I’ll exercise the third option, and raise. That means I have to at least double the amount of the previous bet. So if I raise, I have to bet at least twenty. I’ll do that.” He placed two blue chips in front of his pile.

“And so the action moves around, coming back to the small blind. How deep is he in?”

Steadman calculated. “He’s in for five, so that means he’s got to toss in another fifteen to stay in the hand, right?”

“You got it. And now it’s back to you. Will you kick in another ten to call?”

“My other options are folding or raising at least forty.”

“Correct.”

“I’ll call.”

“All right, and Deadpan Two will follow suit. Each player is now in for the same amount, and that ends this round of betting. It’s time for the flop.”

Rafferty tossed aside the top card on the deck, “burning it,” and flipped the next three face up, placing them in a row.

“Okay,” he said, “you’re starting to learn some basics, but you’re going to have to reach way deeper to meet the challenges of your situation.” 

He dropped the deck on the table and leaned back in his chair. “What are you thinking about right now? What are you basing your decisions on?”

Steadman glanced down at his cards and compared them to what lay on the table.

“I’m trying to figure out my chances of putting together a winning combination between what’s in my hand and what’s in the flop.”

“Okay, and let’s say your two cards plus three on the table make for a strong hand. Then what?”

Steadman shrugged. “Then I bet big.”

“And what about your opponents? What do they have?”

Steadman stared at him. “I have no idea.”

Rafferty nodded, grinding the toothpick between his teeth. “Uh-huh, and that’s a problem. You should know what your opponents are holding.”

“How can I possibly know that?” Steadman asked, trying to rein in his exasperation.

“What’s the first thing I said to you when we sat down at this table?”

Steadman tried to remember. “You said poker wasn’t about cards. It’s about people.”

“That’s right—people, Steadman. If you base all your decisions on the cards you hold, you make yourself predictable. Easy prey.” 

Rafferty tapped two fingers against his skull. “You’ve got to get inside your opponent’s head while keeping him out of your own.”

He worked the toothpick around to the opposite side of his jaw.

“It doesn’t matter what cards you hold in your hand. Nine times out of ten, you can play a winning strategy, regardless. But only,” he said, jabbing the toothpick once more for emphasis, “only if you’ve got a fair idea of what your opponents have and how they’ll play it. You’ve got to put them on a hand, and you do that by reading their behavior, gauging their style of play, and making sound judgments based on your observations.”

“Oh hell, Rafferty—I’ve only got a couple of weeks to get this down. Sounds like I’d need a lifetime.”

“Maybe,” Rafferty agreed, “but I think you’ll catch on quicker than you give yourself credit for. It’s not all that different from reading a suspect under interrogation. I’ve got some cronies coming over tomorrow to take you out for a test drive. But you need to be aware there are even deeper levels of play. Remember—while you’re reading them, they’re reading you too. You have to ask yourself—what do they think I have?”

“Oh marvelous. And then I suppose it’s what do they think I think they have, and it just goes on and on, like looking into a set of mirrors facing each other.”

“Yes,” Rafferty admitted, “but don’t lose heart. You only have to go one level deeper than your opponent. Anything more than that is wasted effort.”

“Cripes,” Steadman said, shoving back from the table and coming to his feet. “This was a bad idea, Garth. I’m sorry I wasted your time.” 

He sighed and tossed his cards onto the table, rubbing a hand through his hair before turning toward the back patio slider.

“Sit down, Rand.”

Steadman shook his head and took a step for the door.

“I said sit down!”

Rafferty’s voice thundered through the low-ceilinged room. Steadman froze, startled enough to break through his frustration. He turned back, staring at the portly man in the flowered shirt.

“If I read you right,” said Rafferty, and there was no toothpick bobbing now between his teeth, “and I’m pretty damn good at reading people, Rand—you’re backed up hard against a wall and you need a way forward.” 

He motioned toward the chair and Steadman fell into it without argument.

“Now, I know you for a smart man, Chief. I’m not apprised of the details of your situation,” he held up a hand, “and I don’t want to be, but you wouldn’t have come to me if you didn’t think I could help. We have two weeks to get you ready for that casino, Rand, so scoot that chair up to the table and let’s get started.”

Steadman swallowed. He felt that wall at his back, lined with razor blades and dripping with acid. He sorely needed that way forward, and he didn’t know if this was it or not, but he saw nothing else on offer. 

The wheels of his chair squeaked as he rolled it back into place and picked up his cards.

“I sure hope you can work a miracle, Rafferty,” he said. “Because you’re going to have to teach a blind man how to see.”
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