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Praise 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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Broken




On the brick-paved driveway, Genna Bronson stretched her calves and rotated her ankles, hearing the joints pop. The crisp autumn air brought gooseflesh out on her arms as she lifted them to the sky and leaned first left, then right, loosening up for her morning run.  

Fall was her favorite season in the Pacific Northwest. The evergreens created a perfect backdrop for the oranges and reds of the changing oaks and maples and as she turned left out of the driveway and started along the lake, she marveled at the bowl of rippling blue edged by reflections of blazing autumn glory.

A heavy dew had moistened the earth, bringing out the spicy smell of tree bark. But it hadn’t hardened into frost, and the pavement wasn’t slippery. Genna loped easily for a few minutes before picking up the pace, veering onto the dirt path which led to the ridge above the lake.

Here, the forest thickened and views of neighboring houses disappeared. It felt like a true mountain wilderness, wild and free. With no one around to hear, Genna let out a whoop of exhilaration and put on a short burst of speed, loving the feel of her heart pumping, the powerful movement of her legs.

She continued the sprint for another fifty yards, then settled into a more sedate pace, watching the path for treacherous roots. The rat-a-tat sound of a woodpecker scavenging his breakfast and the whispering wind in the trees, provided her music. Most days, she left her mobile at home, preferring the placid sounds and solitude of nature. Cell coverage was patchy up here anyway, so her phone was of limited use.

Running on a smooth path allows for a steady rhythm but here, on the ever-shifting topography of the dirt path, Genna’s steps varied between short and longer, fast and slower, keeping it interesting. She marked off the first mile and was starting down a gentle slope into the second, when a resounding crack surprised a yelp out of her. A shimmer of falling leaves and pine needles rained down on her as a slender oak branch dropped to the forest floor.

It all happened so fast that Genna had no time to register the sound of a gunshot before another report tore through the silence of the morning, this one sending up a puff of dirt on the path in front of her. Without thinking, Genna dove off the path, tucking and rolling down the leaf-strewn verge, crashing painfully into the rough trunk of a large pine.

Someone was shooting at her.

Shock washed her brain clean, made her stupid. But a third loud crack, echoing in the clear morning air, sent her skittering instinctively downhill through scrub and scree, the towering trees acting as cover and guardian to her flight.

Sliding and floundering on the moist, slippery layers of leaves, she made her way down to a narrow creek bed and followed its path, knowing it would lead her to the lake and once there, she could rouse someone and summon help.

But when she reached the back yards of the first houses, she recognized them as neighbors and fled past them, bolting for the safety of home. With fumbling fingers, she unlatched the back gate and stumbled through the garden, letting herself in through the kitchen door and slamming it behind her.

For a moment, Genna could only sag against the door, heart racing, stomach heaving. Then, with a jolt born of panic, she engaged the deadbolt and ran through to the front door, making it secure as well. With shaking hands, she retrieved her phone from the hall table and hit “dial” for Paul’s number.

The call went to voice mail.

Genna took a deep breath, then another, working to calm herself. She looked out the window, saw no one. Could she have imagined the incident? Mistaken the sounds? Misinterpreted the falling branch and puff of dirt? 

No. She moved away from the window and tried Paul’s number again. This time, he answered.

“What’s up, hon?”

“Paul! Someone just tried to kill me!”

A brief pause. “What?” Surprise vibrated in his voice. “What are you—”

“On the path above the lake. Someone tried to shoot me.”

“Are you sure? Are you okay? Where are you now?”

“I’m sure, Paul. Three shots. All coming close.”

Another pause, slightly longer. “Honey, hunters sometimes go—”

“It wasn’t a hunter, Paul. They were aiming at me!”

Genna stopped, her mouth trembling. Pressing her hand against her lips, she mumbled, “I’m scared, Paul.”

“Okay, look,” he said. “I’m calling the police. Then I’m on my way home. Keep the doors locked and stay away from the windows. I’ll be there soon. I promise.”



[image: image-placeholder]Chief Deputy Randall Steadman turned into the brick-paved driveway, his shrewd eyes taking in the neat lawn, the streak-free windows and squared-away porch. 

“You have arrived at your destination,” the navigation program informed him.

“So I have,” he said, switching it off and turning to his partner. “You’ve got a smear of something on your cheek, Frost.”

Deputy Frost brushed a hand across his face, looking embarrassed. “Breakfast bar. Sorry.” He shoved the crinkled wrapper into the pocket of the door. “What do you think, boss? Anything to this one, or hysterical housewife meets heedless hunter?”

Steadman let his gaze travel again over the surroundings. “I don’t feel hysteria in the air. Looks like the husband beat us home,” he added as the front door opened and a man came out to greet them.

Steadman made a quick assessment as he and Frost approached the door of the house. Bronson was a businessman of some kind, dressed in shirt and tie, his slacks neatly belted and cuffed, though slightly rumpled. He motioned them into the house with a harried wave.

Seated in the tidy living room, introductions made, Steadman came right to the point. “Tell us what happened, Mrs. Bronson.”

He watched her as she spoke, noticed the slight tremor in her chin, the way she cradled her arms, hands wrapped around each elbow, constantly kneading. He recognized it as an unconscious, self-calming gesture. The woman’s eyes were direct, her voice clear. But she was spooked. No doubt.

As she told her story, Steadman asked questions to clarify and Frost made notes.

“Can you think of any reason someone might want to harm you?” he asked.

Genna Bronson bit her lip and gave it a moment’s thought, but before she could answer, Paul Bronson chimed in.

“Last month’s bank robbery in Shelton—Genna was there. She saw it happen. She’s a material witness for the prosecution.”

Steadman processed the information. His morning had just got a whole lot more interesting. “That case goes to trial next week,” he said.

“Exactly,” Paul agreed. “Her testimony can put Wilkerson away, so I can think of at least one person who’d want her dead.”

Steadman glanced at Frost who was writing furiously on his notepad. “It does seem likely there may be a connection,” he conceded.

“It seems downright definite to me!” Paul ran an agitated hand through his thick hair. “If Genna’s got a contract on her head, I don’t think she should testify.”

Genna dropped her arms, looking stunned. “What? Of course I will. They’re counting on me to help convict that man.”

A flush crawled up Paul’s neck and spread over his face. “I don’t think that’s your decision alone to make,” he said. Turning to Steadman, he added, “Genna’s pregnant. Carrying our first child.”

She looked at Steadman. “You can protect me, though. Can’t you?”

He hesitated. “Mrs. Bronson, if what happened this morning is connected with the bank robbery, the FBI will have jurisdiction. I don’t have the manpower to provide a 24/7 watch, but they will.”

“What about you?” she asked. “Will you still be involved with the case?”

He thought about it. “That will depend on the Agent in Charge. We usually work in conjunction with the Feds on something like this.”

Genna lifted her chin and met his eye. “Good. I want you involved. A local team who knows the area and what goes on around here.” She gave him a small smile. “I’d feel more comfortable that way.”

“At any rate,” Steadman told her, “I’ll be in charge until they decide to take it out of my hands. With that in mind, I’d like you to take us to where it happened. If you feel up to it.”

“No!” Paul said, leaning forward. “The shooter may still be there.”

Steadman shook his head, saw Frost was doing the same. “He won’t be there, waiting for the law to come and scoop him up. But he may have left something behind that will help us identify him. It’s important that we examine the scene.”

Paul rubbed a hand over his forehead, letting out a long sigh. He gave his wife a look, an appeal for her to reconsider, but Genna only dropped her hand over his, squeezing gently.

“I’ll take you there,” she said.



[image: image-placeholder]Steadman’s watch read 12:07 by the time the crime scene unit joined them outside the Bronson home. The sun shone straight down, erasing the shadows as Genna led them up the path onto the ridge above the lake. A restless breeze buffeted the tall pines and spreading oaks, teasing at their branches, setting their leaves atremble like the clapping of many tiny hands. 

Steadman breathed deeply, taking in the smell of clean earth and sun-warmed pine pitch. He lived for days like this in the Pacific Northwest. He only wished it could have been he and Vivi headed for a picnic, rather than he and his crew headed for a crime scene.

He walked beside Genna, glancing now and then at her face to see how she was taking this. Her brow was furrowed slightly and there were lines of tension around her mouth, but her eyes focused steadily ahead. He touched her gently on the shoulder.

“Make sure you stop us before we reach the spot,” he said. “We want to preserve the scene as much as possible.”

“We’re almost there. I’m pretty sure it was just around this next bend in the path.”

“Let’s slow down, then. You said the shots came from above the path. Do you think you’ll be able to point out the place where you jumped off the path and ran through the woods?”

Genna nodded. “It should be easy. The first shot brought a small branch down from one of the oaks. It’s lying across the path.”

As they rounded the bend, Steadman saw she was right. They paused while Jeffers, the forensic photographer, snapped photos with a camera slung around his neck. When he finished, Steadman signaled the specialists, sending two to examine the ground above the trail while Jeffers remained to document the area surrounding the downed branch. 

Steadman and Frost waited to the side with the Bronsons. To Steadman, it seemed like a good time to get Paul’s account.

“Where were you when you got Genna’s call?” he asked.

Paul’s attention was on the techs working the scene. He pulled his gaze away with a distracted air, as if annoyed by Steadman’s question. “I was at work. In my office.”

“Which means…?”

“I’m a tax accountant. Genna and I own a small accounting firm. My office is near the courthouse in downtown Shelton.”

“Walk me through what you did after Genna called you.”

A scowl crossed Paul’s face. “I sat down and played a game of Pinochle with my buddies.” He made an impatient gesture. “What do you think I did? I called the sheriff’s department and I came straight home.”

Frost recorded the exchange in his notepad. Steadman said, “Take it easy, Mr. Bronson. It helps us form a better picture of the case if we look at it from every possible angle. Yours is just another one of those angles. It’s nothing personal.”

“Right. Sorry. I’m just really worried about Genna.” He put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.

“Boss,” called one of the specialists, “wanna come take a look at this?”

Being careful where he placed his feet, Steadman climbed up the slope and joined the techs where the terrain leveled out before rising again.

“See this?” The specialist, a woman named Humphries, indicated a depression in the soft earth.

“Looks like where the butt of a rifle might have rested,” Steadman said. “And the leaves and dirt are disturbed here where he must have lain to make the shots.”

Humphries nodded her agreement. “Before you ask, I’ve taken leaf and soil samples. We haven’t found any shells or casings, however. Nothing else, except this.”

She showed him a clear baggie containing a torn scrap of thin cardboard printed with a stylized EL preceded by what might have been an M.

“Looks like it came off a pack of Camels,” he said. “It’s not weathered, hasn’t been here long.”

She tucked the baggie into a carrying case. “Might well be from your guy. We’re about done up here, but it’ll take us the rest of the day to comb the woods below the trail for spent bullets.”

“We’ll leave you to it, then,” Steadman said. “Good luck.”

As Steadman, Frost, and the Bronsons came off the trail onto the paved road that circled the lake, Steadman’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He excused himself to take the call and hung back as the others kept walking. 

Taking a breath, he thumbed the answer button and greeted his caller with a terse, “Steadman here.”

“Chief Steadman, this is Special Agent Anderson. I understand you’re handling a new development in my bank robbery. Someone gunning for my witness?”

“Appears that way, so I guess we’ll be working together.”

He filled Anderson in on the morning’s events. The man listened, making no comment until Steadman finished. Then he said, “Look, Chief, I’m not sure this is hanging together for me. I hope you’ll pardon me for saying so, but Shelton is…”

He cleared his throat. “Let me put it this way. No one was injured during the robbery. Less than $25,000 was taken. On the spectrum of bank robberies, it’s pretty low profile. Would it really be worth hiring an assassin?”

“I see your point, Agent Anderson, but the fact remains that someone took a shot at this woman. You ask me, this doesn’t look like the work of a pro. Maybe someone from the Wilkerson family? Home-grown homicide for hire?”

“Could be, Chief. Why don’t you look into it?”

“Be happy to. What about protection for the witness? I can’t man a 24-hour watch.”

“I can’t spare agents for that either. Since we agree we’re not dealing with a pro here, tell her to stay inside and schedule a regular patrol past the house. We’ll get her an escort to the courthouse on the day of the trial.”

“Is that the best you can do?”

“No, Chief. It’s the best you can do. I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole thing came down to some hunter’s stray bullet. Like I said, we’ll get her to the courthouse next Thursday. In the meantime, I’ll leave it in your capable hands.”

Steadman pocketed his phone and stood thinking for a moment before walking down the road to rejoin the others. They were inside now, drinking cups of coffee, and the air smelled like French vanilla roast. A plate of Scottish shortbread cookies had been placed on a low glass table, but Frost was the only one taking any.

“That was Special Agent Anderson with the FBI,” he told them.

“What did he say? Are they sending someone to guard Genna?”

Steadman took a seat and leaned forward, clasping his hands. “You have to understand, it doesn’t usually work the way you see it in the movies or on TV. We don’t have unlimited manpower and we’re spread pretty thin.”

Paul smashed a fist down on the glass, making it jump, scattering the cookies on the plate.

“So you’re hanging Genna out to dry!”

“Of course not.” Steadman turned to Genna. “Mrs. Bronson, the trial is next Thursday. The FBI will provide agents to take you to the courthouse. In the meantime, I’m asking you to stay inside the house and away from the windows. Keep the doors locked and don’t let anyone in unless you know and trust them implicitly.”

Genna’s face had gone pale, but she nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”

“We’ll send a drive-by patrol every half hour, and I’ll give you my personal phone number. Keep it on speed dial, okay?”

She agreed, and Steadman rose, signaling Frost it was time to go. The couple escorted them to the door, Paul still visibly upset. Glancing down, Steadman noticed the man’s immaculate appearance was degrading under the pressures of the day. His shoes were scuffed with dirt, and crumbles of soil clung to the cuffs of his pants.

Genna still wore her running gear. At the door, Steadman took her hand.

“You’re a courageous woman, Genna. You’ll be okay. Be smart, be safe, and you’ll be fine. I’ll be in that courtroom to listen to your testimony and see this criminal put away.”

In the car, Steadman turned to Frost. “What do you think?” he asked, as he started the car and reversed out of the driveway.

“Something feels weird. That should have been an easy shot for a professional. Three tries and three misses?”

“Exactly. I told Special Agent Anderson I thought the shooter might be someone from the Wilkerson family.”

“That makes the most sense,” Frost agreed.

“Give Lily a call. Have her do some digging into the family background. Find out if any of them have a record or own a gun.”

“Sure, boss.”

While Frost dealt with the phone call, Steadman enjoyed the scenery and let his mind wander through the points of the case. The road wound down through towering pines to meet up with Highway 3, and he navigated the curves with finesse. When Frost hung up, Steadman spoke again.

“What if there was no bank robbery?”

“What do you mean?”

“If the bank robbery wasn’t a factor in this case, where would we be looking?”

“At the husband, of course. But he was at work when it happened.”

Steadman slowed for a hairpin turn. “Was he? We don’t know that for sure. Look, all I’m saying is that we shouldn’t assume this is connected to the robbery. Sad as it is, the spouse is the usual suspect and I don’t think we should neglect that angle.”

“Right you are, boss. I’ll get on it first thing.”

“Mmm, let’s make it the second thing. First, I want you to come with me.”
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