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      A windy night. The long line of elms and hackberries by the roadside roared like a snow-melt torrent. There was no traffic, which was typical for the lateness of the hour and only a few pinpoints of light at the large ranch on the rising land a half mile to the north. The waxing moon appeared and quickly vanished again as a vast shoal of alto-cumulus drifted east across the wide high plains sky.

      The lights of a vehicle appeared suddenly a mile down the road to the west. There was no sound at first because of the noise of the wind in the trees. The lights dipped and rose on the undulating road, drawing closer, as thirty seconds passed before the sound of the vehicle's engine kicked in. The dark-colored Porsche Carrera slowed, then swooped to a stop in a pull-in, a hundred yards short of the gateway of the large ranch to the north and on the opposite side of the road. The vehicle's headlamps were switched off, but its engine was left running.

      The lights of a second vehicle appeared, coming from the opposite direction. This vehicle too began to slow down, then a ghost-pale SUV made the right turn on to the ranch driveway. As it did so its lights picked out the sign at the drive entrance: Golden Square and, underneath, G & L Swales.

      The single male figure in the Porshe was talking on his phone with his elbow on the open driver's window. As the approaching vehicle turned on to the ranch driveway he became more animated, lurching forward and staring intently through his window, as if trying to identify the driver. After another half minute he finished his phonecall, flicked on his headlamps and drove off, creeping slowly past the ranch gateway then heading on quickly down the road…

      The SUV crept up the driveway. The moonlight was blotted out by a large patch of alto-cumulus and it became too dark to make out the driver's features. As the vehicle approached a right turn that led to a large block of farm buildings its headlights were doused just as the moon reappeared. The SUV nosed slowly forward on a road between the buildings and stopped in deep moon-shadow. The driver's window was lowered and the sole occupant of the vehicle glanced out into the night. The driver's features were indistinct in the darkness but, whether male or female, the occupant seemed to be waiting, or listening. After a full minute the driver's door silently opened and closed and a dark figure moved away among the buildings. The wind howled through the metal pens of the adjacent stockyard and whipped the surrounding dust into whirling spirals.

      As the moon finally broke clear from the clouds what appeared to be the shadow of a second figure flitted across the walls of buildings near the ranch house. The figure glided past the farm truck parked by the barn and moved on towards the garages. Nothing moved for a full minute except the windblown dust. Then a gloved hand silently removed a key from a hook inside the garage doorway. A Ford Mustang briefly caught a flash of moonlight through the open door. There was no sign of the owner of the gloved hand.

      A big pickup stood by the back door of Golden Square ranch house, along the vehicle's side were the words Wood's Vehicle Repairs and a local phone number. The pickup was unoccupied. Silence again and trickles of blown dust. Then the gloved hand quietly turned the key in the lock of the back door. The figure, indistinguishable in the fractured moonlight, entered the house, leaving the door wide open.

      In the ranch house kitchen gloved hands opened the glass-fronted door of a gun cabinet, which contained a shotgun and three hunting rifles. The gloved hands silently removed the shotgun, leaving the cabinet door ajar…

      In the main first-floor bedroom the curtains were open wide. A pink glow radiated from twin bedside lamps. A man's check shirt and denims were cast over the back of a small upholstered chair. A woman's blush-pink satin robe was tossed on the floor at the foot of the bed. Glen Campbell's Wichita Lineman played in the background.

      In the king-size bed, between gold-colored satin sheets, Lorna Swales, the thirty-one-year-old co-owner of Golden Square ranch, her dark hair lying in undulating waves on the pillow and forty-two-year-old Vince Wood's tanned and muscular frame were engaged in intense love-making, unaware of the gloved hand that turned up the volume on the CD player.

      Lorna and Vince sprang apart as the waves of sound bounced off the bedroom walls. Vince's surprise turned immediately to anger, Lorna's to terror.

      He tried to rise as the shotgun blast ripped through the room, but fell back dead against the headboard.

      Lorna lurched forward. "No! No! No!"

      A second shotgun blast sent her sprawling backwards against her crumpled lover.

      Blood-spatter covered the gold satin sheets, the plump pillows and the wall behind the bed. Gloved hands released the shotgun, which fell to the floor on top of the blush-pink satin robe. Wichita Lineman played loudly in the stunned and bloody room.
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      An hour after dawn thirty-nine-year-old Greg Swales drove his F-150 pickup into the backyard of High Breaks, a medium-sized cattle ranch in the hills to the west of Golden Square. Greg was the owner of the ranch, which he had inherited from Hedley, his father. He sat for a minute, surveying his buildings that were empty now, the cattle all healthy and out on the range.

      He should feel good about his life: he had land, a reasonable amount of money, a close-knit family, loyal friends and employees. But, as so often before, he wondered if happiness and fulfillment would ever be his – and did he even deserve them? He hauled his lean, six-foot-two-inch frame out of the pickup and strode to the back door.

      In the large dining kitchen, to Greg's relief, his family was finishing breakfast. He had no desire for small talk, or ranch talk, or conversation of any kind. Four upturned faces were looking at him: Rita, his mother, Becky Gates, his middle sister, Chuck Gates, his brother-in-law and farm manager and young Luke Gates, his nephew by marriage. Bill Johnson, the local sheriff and husband of Tammy, Greg's eldest sister, sat at the end of the table looking down, his empty coffee cup grasped between two large sweaty hands.

      Greg noted the somber expressions, heard only the ticking of the wall clock and the sound of six-year-old Janey, Chuck's and Becky's daughter, initiating imaginary conversations with her toys in the window seat. It was ominous. He hung his cowboy hat and jacket on the coat rack and kicked off his boots, trying to hide his tension.

      He smiled around the room. "Howdy, folks."

      The faces turned towards him remained mute. Their owners shifted uncomfortably.

      Bill broke the adults' silence. He looked up. "Greg, we gotta talk."

      Five minutes later Greg sat at his office desk, while Bill looked out the window into the yard. Words had already been spoken that had caused both men to plunge into deep introspection.

      "It was damn near bound to happen," Greg said at last.

      "Damn near," Bill echoed, "given the circumstances."

      "Lorna and Vince?"

      "Dead as dirt, the both of 'em. Ethan Ward found 'em round eleven. I got a coupla deputies there, waiting for the DCI guys. State's gonna take this off of me, Greg. I'm your brother-in-law for Chrissakes."

      "No witnesses?" Greg added after a pause: "So far?"

      Bill shook his head. "They'll wanna talk to you first. You were wed to her. Golden Square's all yours now. They'll give you a whippin'."

      The two men looked at each other as the implication hit home.

      "You better have a good alibi, Greg."

      "Mom can vouch for me."

      "Rita might not be enough."

      Greg shrugged. "I can't help that."

      "Can't you rope in Becky and Chuck?"

      Greg shook his head. "They'd have to lie."

      "Nothing wrong with that if it gets you off. You oft times sit round the stove of a night drinkin' and jawin' with Chuck." He paused, frowning. "Anyways, we've talked about it and it's up to you." He stepped to the door. "I gotta get back. Sit tight. They'll send a cruiser."

      When the sheriff had gone Greg remained at his desk, his face in his hands, his thoughts whirling. A recent scene bubbled up, replaying itself in his mind…

      He was sitting at the table in the large kitchen at Golden Square, entering recent sales and purchase figures on his laptop from a pile of receipts at his elbow. His shotgun and hunting rifles stood in their cabinet against the wall to his left. The notion came to him that he should take the rifles up to High Breaks. There were deer coming through the stretch of badland between there and Golden Square. A spot of hunting with Chuck and Luke would be a welcome change from the ranching routine.

      As he was mulling over the idea Lorna burst in from the yard. She seemed more excited and flushed than usual. Before he could speak she tossed a handful of photographs on the table. There was something decidedly threatening in her action. He got to his feet and glanced down at them.

      The photos showed himself with another woman and a teenage girl. Above their heads was a sign: Shaw's Nurseries.

      "Hell took these?" He was unable to hide his dismay.

      "A friend." She pulled a handgun, pointed it at him. "You snake!"

      Greg lurched back from his office desk at High Breaks, his eyes open wide, as if he had received a blow, one that had been a long time coming. But now, at last, it had been delivered – smack on the jaw.
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      The sheriff's office lay at the midpoint of the dusty main street in Hunters Creek. Ironwoods lined the sidewalk at intervals of a hundred feet, providing shallow pools of shade in the early morning sun. Two police cruisers were parked out front. A dozen media people with cameras and mics crowded the sidewalk, barred from entry by Bill Johnson Junior ('BJ' to everyone) a brawny young deputy.

      "You're wastin' your time," BJ told them angrily, "and what's worse you're wastin' mine. The sheriff will be makin' a statement when he's good and ready!"

      In the sheriff's back office Ethan Ward, the thirty-seven-year-old head wrangler at Golden Square, sat opposite Pete Teague ('PT') Sheriff Johnson's most trusted deputy. Greg had appointed Ethan to the position over the heads of older men because he had worked at Golden Square longer than anyone and knew the rolling landscape almost as well as the native Lakota. Seth Hall had been too fond of hiring and firing at Golden Square, but Greg was a believer in longevity. Ethan had survived from Seth's time because he was a shrewd judge of people and because he was a natural with the livestock.

      PT felt Ethan watching him as he typed up his witness statement on his laptop. There was something in Ethan's eyes that revealed his character to those who knew him well. Eyes are difficult to hide unless you spend your life in shades, which Ethan did not. His eyes never moved, seeming to require no sideways shift to take in peripheral activity. They were eyes that stripped back the layers of a person's defenses, searching for their weaknesses, to be used, if required, as future weapons.

      "I parked up by the old barn," Ethan began, "and went in to check the cows. Had a delivery coupla days back and I was looking 'em over before we put 'em out. Never heard no vehicle, 'cause the cattle they was rowdy, the way they oft times can be on windy nights. Damn near through when I heard the shots."

      PT leaned back in his chair, studiously avoiding Ethan's eyes. "You never saw anyone?"

      Ethan stared steadily at the deputy. Reptilean eyes, PT thought for the hundredth time, that watched and waited, weighing up their prey, before their owner opened his mouth and took from you whatever he wished: your prowess, your self-confidence, your hopes.

      Ethan shook his head. "Only the pair of 'em, dead as the bed they was laid in."

      "You were on your own?" PT asked. "No other witness?"

      Ethan offered a chilling smile. "Most alone guy as ever was born. Leastwise it felt like that seeing them two laid there."

      PT printed off Ethan's statement, which Ethan duly signed in a scrawling spidery hand.

      "Better go out the back." PT advised. "All hell out front."

      Ethan turned at the door. "My regards to the sheriff. Tell him he's got at least one good friend up at Golden Square."

      As Ethan left by the back door Sheriff Johnson was parking up at the front in his black SUV with his sheriff's logo emblazoned on the door. The number of media people on the sidewalk had doubled. Cameras and microphones were thrust towards him as he tried to reach his office door, BJ doing his best to keep them back.

      "Sheriff Johnson," a TV reporter yelled, "can you confirm you've a double murder?"

      "Hell gave you that idea?" the sheriff retorted, without turning his head.

      The lead feature writer on the local paper slipped past BJ and tried to wedge himself across the doorway. "Is it true Lorna Swales has been shot?" he shouted. "Who was she in bed with?"

      "No comment," the sheriff growled as he fought his way into his office and disappeared from view.

      The media folk looked lost for a moment, then one of them noticed the lead feature writer sprinting for his car and accelerating away down the main street. Everyone ran for their vehicles and followed.
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      Two troopers manned the entrance to Golden Square driveway. They had blocked the entrance with their cruisers to prevent vehicular access. Special Agent Al Bruce stopped in the middle of the road and flicked on the hazard lights of his unmarked Chevy SUV. He lowered his window and flashed his ID. Special Agent Gary Mason, twelve years Al's junior, reached across with his own ID from the passenger's seat. The troopers waved them in. Al snaked past the cruisers, stopped and got out.

      "Forensics here yet?" he asked brusquely.

      "Half hour back," one of the troopers replied.

      "Coupla sheriff's deputies on the door," the second trooper informed them.

      Not for much longer, Al thought.

      The special agents moved slowly up the driveway towards Golden Square ranch house. They glanced at the fenced-off grassland through lowered windows. Dust from the rough ground at the side of the metaled driveway blew into the vehicle.

      Gary pulled a face. "That wind! Does it never stop?"

      "Only to draw a deeper breath and blow even harder," Al replied drily.

      Gary studied the buildings ahead of them. "It's a helluva spread."

      "Big money and high stakes, amigo."

      "You think so?"

      "One little ripple from here can run all the way to Canada," Al replied enigmatically.

      A fenced shrubbery lay to the front of the ranch house. Between the fence and the porch steps a dozen bushes had been planted: dogwood, elder and cranberry. The bushes had been allowed to spread, creating a screen of privacy, at least for the ground floor. They created a pleasing effect in the otherwise desiccated landscape.

      Where the driveway turned right towards the farm buildings a deputy stood, waving them round to the back.

      Al pulled past the side of the big ranch house and parked alongside the forensics team's vehicle, got out and glanced around. Grassland rolled away into the distance, dotted with low scrub and grazing Herefords.

      "Lonely spot, eh?" Al commented.

      Gary had a different take. "Loneliness is good for us. I can't get enough of these landscapes. After LA it looks like paradise!"

      "Wasn't always like this," Al replied with a strong hint of disapproval. "There were Indian peoples and buffaloes here once. The West was won by murder and treachery!"

      "You don't care for cattlemen?"

      "I do not. Too often I've found they think themselves above the law."

      They walked towards the ranch house. A second deputy stood by the back door. Al and Gary showed their ID.

      Al noted the key in the outside of the back door lock. "Anyone touched that?" he asked tersely.

      "No one's touched a thing since we've been here," the deputy assured him.

      "And when was that?" Al asked.

      "A quarter after midnight, I guess." The deputy added, with a calculated pause: "We don't sleep that much round here."

      There was undisguised hostility in the deputy's voice. The sheriff's office had already assumed they were going to be very much junior partners in the case and resented the fact. Al allowed himself a small private smile. He had a surprise for them.

      "I take it the deceased were well known?" Al counted to five before the deputy condescended to reply.

      "Lorna Swales. She owned the place. And Vince Wood. He had a garage business in Hunters Creek."

      "Not married?" Gary asked.

      The deputy shook his head. "Only to other folk."

      "The husband?" Al enquired.

      "Greg Swales. Up at High Breaks."

      Al turned to Gary, whispering into his ear so the deputy would not overhear him: "Send a trooper up there pronto. Bring this Swales guy to the Rosewood Hotel."

      Gary walked away across the yard talking on his phone. Al called after him:

      "And I need two more up here at the house. Join me when you're done." He turned to the disgruntled deputy. "Wait here till a trooper relieves you."

      He entered the house. Hank Zwick and his forensics team were taking photos of the bodies, the blood-spatter and the shotgun when Al, in protective clothing, stepped into the main bedroom. Al raised a hand to Hank in greeting.

      "Hey, old buddy, what can you tell me?"

      "What took you so long?" Hank asked with a grin. "The Director said you were on your way."

      "I was on my way to bed in my hotel when he called me, four hours drive away over in Colorado. We got a big drugs case we're in the process of busting," he explained. "I've had to leave half my team back there." He looked at the bodies. "How long have these two been dead?"

      "I'd say around eight hours. Shot once apiece from about three yards away. One shot each to the head from a point pretty much where you see the fallen shotgun. We'll get that bagged and sent to the lab."

      Hank's phone rang. He answered, listened, then turned to Al.

      "They're here for the bodies. I'll get the photos and whatever else over to you soon as I can. Where you based?"

      "The Rosewood Hotel. I'll send you an email soon as we're settled in."

      The two men exchanged mobile numbers as Gary entered the room and looked at the bodies.

      "Troopers?" Al asked.

      "They'll be here any time," Gary informed him.

      Al seemed relieved. "Let's go meet them. Get rid of these sourpuss deputies."

      The two special agents drove slowly back towards the road.

      "Ten dollars says it's the husband," Gary opined. "We'll be out of here in a coupla days."

      Al laughed, an involuntary guffaw.

      Gary was surprised. "You don't think so?"

      Al smiled at the younger man. "I sincerely hope it's that simple. Maybe in LA it would usually be the case. But here things are invariably different."
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      Greg was putting on his boots and hat in the back porch at High Breaks when Rita stepped from the kitchen looking worried.

      "Got an alibi, Greg?"

      He replied with a reassuring smile. "Sure I have. You. I got in around ten. We drank coffee and talked till one. I showered and went to bed."

      She shook her head. "I don't like it, Greg. I've lied for you enough already."

      "Well, say I was out half the night after rustlers. That is true. The farm records show we're losing stock. Rustlers, mom. No one can disprove it."

      "But you can't prove it either."

      "Look, mom, Bill will back me up. I'll be okay."

      "Bill's gonna be off the case. You know that. You don't know who you'll be up against."

      "Don't worry, mom, please. I'll deal with it."

      He was still smiling. For some reason, quite irrationally, she began to hate his smile. She grabbed his hand, her voice filled with sudden urgency. "Where were you last night, Greg?"

      She stared up at him, her features strained with anxiety. All at once he seemed to relent.

      "Okay, mom, I'll tell you the truth."

      Before he could say another word a Highway Patrol cruiser pulled into the backyard.
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      Al and Gary waited at reception in the sheriff's office. The reception area was functional and plainly furnished, with a half-dozen simple wooden chairs that could have come from some church meeting room. The pinewood floor was ingrained with dirt from the passage of countless pairs of cowboy boots.

      Gary sensed his companion's impatience. Neither man had slept for more than twenty-four hours, but Al showed no discernible signs of fatigue. He marvelled at his boss's stamina. His own eyes felt grainy with weariness and he suppressed a constant desire to yawn.

      "Why don't you take a seat," the desk officer suggested with studied insouciance. "The sheriff's a busy man. He may be some time."

      Al's reply barely disguised his outrage. "I'm the wrong man to be kept waiting, fella. We'll find him ourselves."

      Before Al could make a move, as if by some force of telepathy, Sheriff Johnson materialized in the reception office doorway. Gary had the impression the man had been listening to their conversation from behind the door.

      The detectives introduced themselves but did not shake the sheriff's offered hand. Al, at six foot three, had a five-inch height advantage over Bill, which he used, as always, to intimidating effect. He had the sheriff conveniently backed up against the door.

      "I want no misunderstandings here, either accidental or deliberate," Al began icily. "You have been officially informed by the District Attorney's office and by the DCI's Director that we're handling the murders of Lorna Swales and Vincent Wood."

      "The hell you are!" Bill countered hotly. "I've heard nothing from anyone!"

      Gary observed that the sheriff was at least forty pounds overweight and was sweating copiously. He looked as if he would have trouble walking more than half a mile. Gary considered the sheriff was not a good advertisement for his profession.

      Al, unlike his younger colleague, had met the sheriff several times before, the last occasion being four years earlier. It seemed to him the man was more florid and flabby than ever. Pampered by the big ranchers, Al thought with mounting irritation.

      He fixed the sheriff with a stony stare. "D'you need me to spell it out? First, Lorna Swales was your sister-in-law. Second, serious investigations in Hunters Creek have a habit of getting nowhere. On both counts you're disqualified from involvement in this case. You don't like it, you can always take early retirement."

      "Listen here!" Bill began, determined not to be out-gunned. "You can't take a dump in this town without my say-so! I can give you as many TFOs as you need. Without them no one'll talk to you. You may as well go home."

      "You listen!" Al countered. "I've as many Task Force Officers and Special Agents as this murder case requires. What I need from you is your entire first floor for the use of myself and my colleagues until this investigation is completed. I want it ready for me in an hour, all your materials removed and all relevant paperwork in my hands at that time. That means everything you have on the two victims."

      "You're wasting your time here, Agent Bruce," Bill replied with a confident smirk. "Gotta have local knowledge to solve this one. You'll still be here in a month and be no wiser." He glared at the detectives, pushed past Al Bruce, and hurried angrily into his office.

      Al turned on his heel and headed for the street. "Okay, amigo, let's get breakfast."

      Al and Gary confirmed the advance booking for themselves and their ten-man team at the Rosewood Hotel, a hundred and fifty yards away on the opposite side of the street from the sheriff's office.

      "We can keep our eye on the sheriff from here," Al remarked with a grin. "See what time he turns up for work."

      Gary was still adjusting to the fraught situation. He made an effort to catch up. "We've booked the entire hotel?"

      "We have, amigo. The whole place for as long as it takes, all organised in advance by the DA's staff. The real investigation will be done from here. I don't think we'll have anything but obstruction from the sheriff."

      "But the sheriff will know that we're here," Gary objected.

      "He will. But there'll be nothing he can do about it."

      "Do we still need his first floor?"

      Al laughed. "That's where we're going to spy on him." He laughed again at Gary's look of confusion. "Don't worry. It's all official. There'll be four TFOs working twelve-hour shifts over the road, while we get on with the main investigation over here."

      As the two special agents sat down for breakfast in the hotel dining room Al took Gary by surprise again. His words were spoken quietly so as not to be overheard by the coming and going of hotel staff.

      "The sheriff knows who did it. Or he thinks he does. And he fears us. We've got to keep it that way."
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      When Greg entered Al Bruce's hastily organised general office in the residents' lounge of the hotel he was surprised to see three suited strangers busy at their computers. He took in the desks, phones, filing cabinets, the troopers coming in with box files and laptops from his office at Golden Square and felt, for a moment, as if he had entered an alien world.

      He had only been into the hotel once before to attend a local rancher's daughter's wedding reception. This was a new and unsettling experience. He wondered what had become of his brother-in-law and suddenly felt bereft of the sheriff's protection. He recalled Bill Johnson's words of earlier that morning: Be careful, Greg. That Al Bruce – he hates cowboys.

      He found himself ushered into a small side office, where two slick-suited detectives with very short hair sat waiting for him. A state-of-the-art recording device lay in front of them in the center of the table.

      "Sit down, Mr Swales. I'm Special Agent Bruce and I'm leading the investigation into the double murder at Golden Square ranch. This is my assistant, Special Agent Gary Mason."

      Greg noticed Al Bruce's suit fitted well, but not too tightly, suggesting that the body inside it was spare and muscular. The man's voice was clipped and a little harsh, conveying a quality of accustomed authority. Gary Mason evinced the loose-limbed build of a natural athlete.

      Greg obediently sat opposite the special agents while Gary started the recorder.

      "Were you the husband of Lorna Swales, deceased?" Al began.

      "I was."

      "Where were you last night between nine and midnight?" Al asked, watching Greg's body language closely.

      "I drove the twenty miles from Golden Square to High Breaks round six. High Breaks is my family's spread. I run it with my brother-in-law."

      "Two spreads," Gary remarked. "You're a lucky guy."

      "I've never thought of it as a matter of luck," Greg replied calmly. "When you have land you have responsibilities that go with it."

      Al fixed Greg with an openly hostile stare. "Maybe you consider yourself a good farmer, Mr Swales. But it's easy money, isn't it? The cows do all the work."

      Greg didn't react. He knew the special agents' tactics were to unsettle him. Nevertheless he was angered by Al Bruce's comment. "I think there's a lot more to ranching than putting cows in a field. You'd understand that if you did it."

      Al and Gary realized their aggressive approach had begun to take effect. Greg's body had tightened up and he kept swallowing and licking his lips, which suggested his mouth had become dry from nervousness. Though both special agents drank freely from their own bottles of water they offered no water to Greg.

      "You went to High Breaks," Al continued, "then what?"

      "I did some paperwork, ate supper, then drove into the hills about eight-thirty."

      "What happens in the hills?" Gary asked.

      "Rustlers. Been missing stock – at High Breaks and Golden Square. You can check the accounts."

      "We will," Al confirmed.

      "You drove up into the hills on your own?" Gary queried.

      "I did."

      "Dangerous work, isn't it? What did you plan to do if you came across rustlers?" Gary persisted.

      "I'd have contacted the sheriff. He's aware of the rustler problem."

      I'm sure he is, Al thought. "Did you tell the sheriff you were going after rustlers last night?"

      "I always tell him, so he can have deputies on standby."

      "Catch anyone?" Gary asked.

      "'Fraid not."

      "Were you in phone or radio contact while you were out? We can check," Al added, "so if you lie we'll find out."

      Greg shifted uneasily on his chair. "No, I don't recollect speaking to anyone."

      Gary knew their suspect was feeling the heat. "Time d'you get back?" he snapped.

      "Round ten-thirty or so, I guess."

      "Anyone confirm this?"

      "My mom can confirm when I got back to High Breaks."

      Al uttered a gruff little chuckle of disbelief. "In my experience mothers will lie for their sons ten days a week. You could have been murdering your wife and her lover. It's up to you to give us something that proves me wrong."

      Greg struggled to keep his emotions under control in the face of these belligerent detectives. He had no desire to enter into open warfare with a special agent who hated ranchers as much as Al Bruce was reputed to do. "It was like I said: I was up in the hills. If I'd seen anything suspicious I'd have rung the sheriff. We've been trying to catch these guys for a while. The sheriff will confirm that."

      "I'm sure he will. Just as many times as he has to," Al stated with heavy sarcasm.

      "I didn't murder anyone," Greg said quietly.

      Al looked at the rancher for a long silent moment. "Mr Swales, I have to say that I'm finding it difficult to believe you. You have no satisfactory alibi – in fact, no one can confirm beyond reasonable doubt a single word you've told us. Why didn't you phone in every half hour, or take someone with you – your brother-in-law, for example?"

      Greg returned the agents' stares. Both Al and Gary had the feeling their suspect was about to attempt to highjack the moral high ground.

      "Chuck's been putting in some very long days lately. I didn't think it fair to ask him. I don't expect people to wear themselves out for me or to put themselves in danger. Chuck has a family to care for. It's my ranch so it's my responsibility. If you're a family man yourself, Agent Bruce, you'll understand what I'm saying."

      Al was not a family man. He suspended the interview. "I'm not letting you go, Mr Swales. There's a lot more we have to talk about."

      Greg was taken to an upstairs room and provided with refreshment. A trooper was placed outside the door.

      Al and Gary remained in the interview room.

      "First impressions, amigo, please," Al requested.

      "He's lying. The rustler thing is complete hokum. He was nervous as hell, trying all the time to appear cool and reasonable. We find one shred of hard evidence he'll confess."

      Al uttered his short dry laugh. "You're optimistic! I agree with you to a point, but I think he's tougher than you realize. I think he goes very deep and unless we get him truly boxed in we'll be struggling. If we have no more against him than circumstantial evidence he'll never crack. Even a small-town lawyer would give us a whipping. We have to establish clear motive at the least and keep the pressure on till something gives."
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      Ethan stood in the hoist doorway of the old barn at Golden Square. He had a clear view of the backyard and the rear of the ranch house. From his vantage point he could look straight into the murder bedroom opposite.

      He had watched the forensics team going about their grim work. He had seen the bodies being taken off for the post mortem. He had noted the two lonely troopers who had replaced the sheriff's deputies and another two driving off with items from the farm office.

      All the while he had been thinking about the events that had occurred two days earlier and wondering if he had witnessed the actual inciting incident…

      As he crossed the yard he could clearly hear Greg's and Lorna's raised voices coming from the open back doorway. He froze on the threshold.

      "You snake!" Lorna's voice was filled with anger and outrage.

      "Shoot me, you'll go down. It's not worth it." Greg's words were measured and restrained as usual.

      "But it's her!"

      "She needed help. I felt I couldn't refuse."

      "And who's the girl? What's she doing there?"

      "She's just someone connected with the nursery."

      "How connected? Who the hell is she? You can't tell me, can you? I'm gonna see my lawyer!"

      Ethan stepped quickly into an adjacent doorway as Lorna stormed out. She got into the ranch's white Range Rover that was parked a few yards from the door and drove off fast. Greg ran out, leaped into his Mustang and pursued her.

      As soon as they had left the yard Ethan hurried into the house.

      A scatter of a dozen photos lay on the kitchen table. He studied them briefly, then slipped two into an inside pocket of his all-weather jacket. He stepped to the doorway and keyed a number into his mobile.

      "Hi, Steve. It's me. Little thing might int'rest you… Is it big? Hell, yeah, I guess it is. Bring a wad."

      Ethan stood in the hoist doorway smiling at his recollection. He spat into the dust on the floor of the old barn. Those photographs sure had stirred things up. And when certain other parties had seen them the fun had really begun.

      He enjoyed unsettling folk. He had made it his business to do just that ever since he'd left home, gotten away from his hated pa. At Golden Square his chance had come. He felt good about his life now. He felt in control.

      There was just one little niggling thing that bothered him: who in the hell had taken those photographs?

      It was a mystery. And he didn't like mysteries. They introduced unknowns that couldn't always be handled. Except, maybe, with violence.

      He hoped it wouldn't come to that. He preferred manipulation and blackmail. He preferred to watch people squirm.
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      Thirty-year-old Louisa Dupont drove slowly into the hills to the west of Hunters Creek. It was the first day of her new life. Two days ago she was a city detective, now she was a member of Al Bruce's Regional Enforcement Team. The reason for her transfer had never been clarified. That she was good at her job was certainly a factor. That she was to be the only female in a hitherto all-male unit was probably another, as she knew the Attorney General's office was at pains to rectify gender imbalances in the teams. It was a surprise move but a welcome one and she was determined to make a success of it.

      She was not native to the High Plains. She had been born and had lived for her first eighteen years in the Mississippi Delta, in a nondescript town a few miles from New Orleans. A move to New York to study criminal psychology had set her on her life's career. A stint with the NYPD had been followed by a move out west, working undercover for the FBI on a succession of cases involving police corruption. She suspected her present transfer may have had something to do with the local sheriff, who was apparently not above bending the rules when it came to protecting his friends, but she had not yet received an official briefing.

      Her ancestry was part French, part Cherokee and part Choctaw. She even had a Choctaw middle name: Fala, which meant Crow, her supposed spirit guardian. She had been able to trace her lineage back to eighteenth century French fur traders who worked along the Mississippi, many of them forming lifelong relationships with women from the native tribes. Her earliest recorded ancestor was Claude Dupont and the surname had survived.

      As well as English and French she spoke several native languages, which she had occasionally found useful in her undercover work. With her sallow skin and high cheekbones she looked more Choctaw than European and she was proud of her native bloodline.

      When she had arrived at the hotel in Hunters Creek she had been met by Special Agent Sam Winters, the team's computer expert, who had briefed her on the double murder. Al Bruce had gone straight to Golden Square, so Sam had advised her to take a look around the area to get the feel of the place. She leaped at the chance. There was nothing she enjoyed more than prowling around in wild landscapes and picking up the vibe.

      The hills to the west had caught her attention as she drove around Hunters Creek. She kept catching glimpses of them at intersections and as soon as she had the town's layout firmly in her head she set off to explore them. She passed Golden Square where two Highway Patrol cruisers blocked the entrance to the drive. She noted the name Swales and the large range of buildings. It was evidently a big spread. Half an hour further, as she climbed into the hills, she came on a sign for High Breaks and again the name of Swales. She recalled Sam Winter's comment: Land and bloodlines. There's nothing worse.

      The hills were not all that high, unlike the eastern ranges of the Rockies, but they were rugged and splintered into jagged crags and ridges, with tortuous gullies and outcrops of wind-blasted pines. The sparse grasses were sear or bleached out, the bushes emaciated and straggly. Dust devils swirled across the arid landscape and large hawks hovered high up in the cloudless sky.

      She hid her Ford Taurus, her own private vehicle, on a patch of dirt between a line of stunted pines and a heap of rocks. Although she had seen very little traffic, she gave way to an inner prompting to remove the car from the prying eyes of locals. She was not known in the area. She didn't look like a hill farmer. She might not be welcome.

      She wandered through the landscape for half an hour, letting her innate sensitivity reveal what it would. It had been Lakota country and she could feel the presences of native spirits around her in the rugged landscape. She was sure these hills had been special places to the indigenous people, sacred locations where they could commune with the timeless powers of earth and sky. She could feel, as she had on so many other occasions, invisible hands touching her shoulders, tugging her sleeves, showing her the direction her feet should follow, bestowing on her a sense of at-oneness and peace.

      Then, suddenly, she was aware of an interruption, an intrusion into her exploration. She felt the presence of searching eyes and hostile intent. She crouched down among the bushes, peering through the skinny branches, wondering what or who she might see. There was nothing.

      She moved higher, keeping to the cover of a line of Black Hills spruce. Still nothing to see. Then…yes – she had him: the figure of a tall, wind-tanned man in a black fedora standing on a high bluff and looking around, as if he was searching for something. She had noticed a few cattle fenced off on the lower slopes – was he looking at them? But he had no field glasses which would be a disadvantage. Not cattle then. Was he flying a hawk? But she couldn't observe any nearby bird, or see any sign he was wearing falconry gloves. Was it herself?

      The thought had only just registered when the man turned in her direction and she felt the force of his intent. She was unprepared and the bolt of malevolent energy left her stunned and breathless. Before she could collect herself she saw a large tawny mountain lion bounding over the rocks towards her. She had her duty pistol, but barely time to draw it. However, the animal's jerky movements revealed that it was an energy form, not a physical cat. She fought back hard with every scrap of her will and the creature vanished as abruptly as it had appeared.

      The man on the bluff had gone, but she could feel that he was still moving around in the fractured landscape and she was sure he could divine her own presence. She moved away from the Black Hills spruce, heading for her car. Would she reach it before he found her? That she had stumbled across a person like this was almost more than she could believe. Who was he? Where had he come from? What was a man with such abilities doing out in these hills?

      She reached the Taurus without further encounters and was relieved when the engine sprang into life. A short while later, as she passed the High Breaks sign, she felt as if she was waking from a dream.

      "Had a good look round?" Sam greeted her as she walked into the general office.

      "I sure have," was all she could bring herself to say.
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      Saul Booth, forty years old and as brown as pine bark, had watched the Taurus pull away down the road. He'd had a bit of unexpected amusement, coming across the Indian woman wandering about on his family's land. He assumed she had been communing with her people's spirit world, but he didn't want even native folk to think they could come and go in the hills as they pleased.

      He was surprised when the woman fought back – and with considerable power. He had toyed with the idea of causing a bull moose to run out in front of her car, but he didn't want any cops to come snooping if she was hurt. He'd had enough problems when Lorna Swales had come up in her Ferrari.

      The native woman was a lucky lady. He hoped he would never see her again – if he did he might have to get serious.
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      By mid-morning Al had received an email from Hank with the crimescene photos:

      There's a copy here of every pic we took. The shotgun bears Greg Swales' prints only, but we think all old ones. We have his FPC on record from an enquiry he made a year back about one of his prospective employees and his DNA will be checked from bathroom items. Nothing at all to be got from the back door key. So it's obvious the shooter wore gloves. All other prints in the bedroom belong one male and one female, neither on record, obviously LS and VW.

      Nothing more from our search that can help you at the moment. Let us know if you want us to check anywhere else.Good luck!

      Al printed off a selection of the photos and Gary fixed them to a free-standing display board leaned against the wall in the general office next to a large-scale map of the area around Hunters Creek and Golden Square.

      Al summoned his special agents: Gary, Sam, Louisa, Marcel LeBeau and Doug McGrath, the last two widely experienced members of his team. "Okay, guys, gather round please. What do these pics tell us?"

      After a few minutes' scrutiny Doug had no doubts. "As you know, I had many years with Chicago homicide before I came out here. I saw a lot of victims of gun crime. These suggest to me a clinical execution." He indicated details with a pointer. "To begin with, the victims were shot in very quick succession. You can see where Vince Wood's arm has fallen across Lorna Swales' shoulder. He had hardly finished falling backwards before she fell against him. Because it's such close range I can't comment on the angle, but I'm fairly confident they were shot from the hip. When you think of the amount of recoil there would be from the first shot you realize the shooter was familiar with this type of weapon. The second shot was fired only a second or so after the first. We're talking about someone experienced in the use of firearms. It was cold-blooded, no hesitation. Bang! Bang! And away. Very much like a professional killing."

      "An interesting line of thought," Al replied. "Anyone else like to comment?"

      "Maybe the whole thing was arranged to seem like an execution," Louisa suggested. "I mean it could have been staged, so we'd think we were looking for a professional hitman and not a local rancher."

      "What makes you think that?"

      Al pitched the question at her fast and hard but, to his satisfaction, she remained unfazed. This officer might really be as good as she was reputed to be, he thought.

      "I'm not sure about the guy's arm over the woman's shoulder. He was obviously shot first, because he was the greater threat, but the arm looks deliberately placed to me. Same with the woman. Her head's turned to the left and resting on the guy's chest. She would have fallen the other way with her face against the pillow. I think the shooter might have paused a moment before shooting this woman, maybe to enjoy her look of terror before she died. And then arranged this little tableau."

      Al was impressed by Louisa's confidence. "You're suggesting a motive of revenge? Possibly feelings of hatred?"

      "That's what these pics are saying to me. The woman's the real target. The man just had to be eliminated quickly."

      "I get the impression the woman's moved forward in the bed, as if she might have been going to try to prevent the second shot," Marcel put in. "Look at the absence of creasing in the sheets, they're pulled tight behind her ass. So I tend to agree with Louisa – the bodies are posed. The woman would have fallen untidily backwards on to the pillow."

      The team members found they were split fifty-fifty, with Al agreeing with Louisa and Marcel. Frustrated by the lack of conclusiveness, Al retired with Gary to drink coffee in the hotel dining room.

      "D'you think Greg Swales hired a hitman?" Al asked.

      "I think he might have. But wouldn't you agree that kind of connection is more likely the province of the sheriff?"

      "Why would the sheriff go to such an extreme?"

      "Family loyalties are sacred round here, aren't they? You said as much yourself."

      "He'd be putting himself in someone else's power. D'you think the sheriff's the kind of guy to do that? I think he's altogether too cagey."

      Gary reflected. "So you think it might have been revenge? The end point of some personal conflict?"

      "That's likely. But let's not get too hung up on these photos, amigo. Let's focus on Greg Swales for a minute. We don't know yet about his motive. But he knew the shotgun was in the cabinet. He could have left the key in the back door lock to make it look like someone else had done it. You don't have to be an experienced killer to think of something like that."

      "He's certainly a guilty guy," Gary replied. "If not of the shooting, then of something else that's pretty big. He's so tense he can hardly breathe."

      "I agree. The guy's packing one helluva secret. If he didn't do it he damn well knows who did."

      After a few moments' thought Gary nodded in agreement. "A friend, maybe. A relative. Someone very close who's experienced with guns."

      Al grinned. "This is where it gets interesting. Let's do some more digging."
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      Greg was drinking coffee when Al and Gary entered the interrogation room.

      "I see you're being looked after," Al remarked drily.

      "I'm not complaining about the room service," Greg replied with the smallest hint of a smile.

      Al sat back in his chair, watching the rancher through narrowed eyes. "Did you know Vince Wood was your wife's lover?"

      Greg shrugged. "Lorna and me…we had an open relationship."

      "You also have a lover, right?" Gary suggested.

      Greg showed no reaction. But the special agents noticed his hands were clasped together so tightly the skin of his knuckles showed white.

      Al looked puzzled. "Why don't you people use the front door at Golden Square?"

      "We don't often bother. We usually park round the back."

      "Back door keys then. How many?" Al demanded.

      "Mine." Greg produced a key from his jacket pocket and held it up. "Lorna's. Spare hangs on a hook in the garage."

      "For your lovers, no doubt," Al suggested.

      Greg showed no reaction.

      Al turned to Gary. "Ask the troopers to check that key."

      Gary left the room, mobile in hand. Al made a verbal note of his exit. He studied Greg for a full half minute without speaking, while Greg, hands clenched, kept his gaze firmly on his coffee cup.

      "Your wife locked herself in with Vince Wood?" Al asked. "This was normal?"

      Greg offered a non-commital shrug.

      "Did she have other lovers?" Al persisted. "Did they know where to find the shotgun and spare key?"

      "It's likely they did."

      "Care to give me some names?"

      "Ray Hemming. Chas Poole."

      Al wrote the names in his notebook. Gary re-entered the room and the detectives conferred briefly in whispers: "No key in the garage."

      Al nodded. "Interesting."

      "So that could have been the one in the back door."

      "Very likely. Unless more have been cut for lovers or hitmen."

      Al turned to Greg. "Hemming and Poole. They local guys?"

      "Ray Hemming lives a few miles north of Hunters Creek. Chas Poole lives over the state line."

      "Were they long-term lovers?"

      "You'll have to ask them."

      "We will, Mr Swales. We will." Al sat back again in his chair, watching Greg with what might have been construed as a disapproving frown. "Your marriage was obviously a business arrangement. I mean – where's the grief?"

      "Folk grieve in different ways," Greg replied quietly.

      "Bullshit. I've seen guys more cut up when their dog died! Am I right in assuming you're now the sole legal owner of Golden Square?"

      "That was the deal when I wed Lorna. If anything happened to her I'd inherit the ranch."

      "Are you glad your wife's dead, Mr Swales? Were you afraid she'd make a new deal with one of her lovers?"

      Al's assault produced a reaction at last. Greg shifted uncomfortably in his chair, pressing his lips tightly together.

      "Stay at High Breaks, Mr Swales – and don't go anywhere," Al said with quiet firmness, "or we'll have to be talking about bail. We'll need to speak again very soon."

      The look Al received told him the implication of arrest had hit home.
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      Over lunch in the hotel Al introduced a subject that had been pressing on his mind. "I'll need to team you up with Louisa Dupont. I'll have to be here most of the time trying to co-ordinate action and looking at the bigger picture. Any objections?"

      Gary wasn't sure he liked what he was hearing. Special Agent Dupont seemed to be on a different frequency from himself. He didn't know much about her, except that she was part French and from New Orleans, but her response to the crime scene photos had surprised him. He felt she was reading too much into them. He liked the company of straightforward guys, like Sam Winters and Doug McGrath. He had been surprised again when Al had sided with Agent Dupont.

      "What's wrong with Marcel?" Gary asked. "He's from Quebec. They can speak French together."

      Al looked doubtful. "Marcel and Doug are a good team. They spark off each other better than anyone I know. I can't break them up. I also have to tell you that Sam's moving on after this gig, but that's just between ourselves. I want to keep you, of course – and, I think at the moment, Louisa too. She's a very perceptive lady and we need some feminine intuition on our side. Therefore you and Louisa are my new team."

      There was no point arguing. "Right. You're the boss."

      "She's got Indian blood. You might learn something from her insights."

      Okay, Gary thought, don't oversell it. "I'm looking forward to working with her." He hoped his lack of enthusiasm wasn't too obvious.

      Al looked out the window beyond the potted plants on the hotel's frontage, watching the big pickups and SUVs moving along the main street. "As you've already said, nine times out of ten it's the obvious guy. But it's that other ten percent that causes all the trouble."

      "We're into the ten-percent zone now, d'you think?"

      Al nodded slowly. "We could be."

      "You've got doubts about Greg Swales being the shooter?"

      "I've doubts about everything, amigo," Al smiled. "Makes being a detective more of a challenge."

      "To an inexperienced eye it could look like a crime of passion," Gary said thoughtfully. "But, as we've seen, the killings have a clinical dimension."

      "I think they were cold-blooded but also deeply personal. There will be unknown parties out there who'd want to see either one or both of the victims dead. Rivalries and resentments last for generations. It's that kind of place. But for now Greg Swales has to be suspect number one – the husband without a satisfactory alibi."
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