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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)   







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Miscarriage of Justice
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    More books by Joslyn Chase
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Sample from Steadman's Blind
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    About the Author
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Copyright
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    

  


Miscarriage of Justice




Chief Deputy Randall Steadman leaned back in his chair and rested his hands contentedly atop his swollen belly. The cuisine on the new and highly touted dinner train had lived up to the hype. His wife, Vivi, seated next to him, patted his knee beneath the table and smiled, a spark of excitement in her eyes. She was having the time of her life. 

He hadn’t been able to put a name to each menu item he’d tucked away, but all had been delicious. From the fragrant little pancakes topped with smoked salmon and a dollop of savory cream—Vivi had called them blinis—to some kind of chicken dish with a lemony aroma, and on to dessert, a maple encrusted hazelnut mousse that melted in his mouth.

Now, with the surrounding murmur of after-dinner conversation and the rhythmic clackety-clack of the old steam cars roaring gently along the track, he could happily close his eyes and drift into sleep. Vivi’s hand reached for his knee again, this time to deliver a pinch that had him straightening in his chair as the waiter served coffee.

“Mr. Abel asked if you enjoy classical music, darling,” she said, tipping her head and fluttering her lashes as if dying to hear his response.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” Steadman said, nodding his thanks to the waiter as he accepted a steaming china cup. “I’ll admit, I don’t know a lot about it, but I like it when I hear it.”

“I am very much looking forward to the concert,” said the woman seated across from Vivi. Steadman remembered her name, Tabitha Ross, and knew she was secretary to Mr. Milton Chandler, the man behind the idea for this steam train enterprise. Politicians and entrepreneurs alike had praised him for his efforts, believing the train would bring jobs and tourist dollars into the local economy, while providing opportunities for peripheral businesses to thrive.

“Oh, me too,” Vivi agreed.

Will Abel spoke again. “Me, I’m waiting for the beach tomorrow. It’s supposed to be a scorcher.”

Milton Chandler’s Magnificent Train Adventure combined the appeal of riding along behind an old-fashioned steam locomotive, with transport to a variety of venues, and included the spectacular scenery of the Pacific Northwest and the charm of the vintage cars. This particular event featured an elegant dinner en route to a symphony concert in Silverdale. After the concert, passengers would return to the train and sleep while it rumbled along the track and out west to Aberdeen, waking to a glorious breakfast and a day at the beach.

“You’re a lawman, I understand,” Abel continued. “I am too, in my way. I provide Chandler’s in-house legal counsel.” He smiled. “I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, but we were expecting the mayor and his wife on this trip.”

Steadman took a sip of the coffee, stifling the yelp that rose to his lips. It was hot. “Yes,” he said, “and that’s what you should have got. But Mayor Galton was unavoidably called away and he asked me to step in for him.”

“Lucky you,” Tabitha said, smiling across at Vivi.

“I’ll do my best to represent the city as he would have,” Steadman said.

“Oh, no worries. I’m sure you will.” Abel raised his cup in a sort of toast, signaling the sincerity of his words. Across the aisle, four diners stood up from their table. The man himself, Mr. Milton Chandler, wore a set of bib overalls, a striped hogshead cap, and a red bandana tied at the throat, an affectation he’d adopted for this maiden voyage.

Steadman watched his gaze travel across the train car, proprietorial pride stamped on his face. He took the arm of the woman next to him and nodded across at Abel. “We still have an hour before we need to change for the concert. We’ll be in my car. Why don’t you and Tabitha join us?”

The “caboose” of their train was Chandler’s private car, a luxurious accommodation with kitchen, bathrooms, sleeping quarters, and a lavish living room. Photo layouts had been featured in recent issues of several magazines and on social media.

As the four swayed down the aisle and out of the dining car, Steadman noted the sour look on Tabitha’s face. “That may have sounded like an invitation,” she said to Vivi, “but it was an order. We have to go.”

She wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin and tossed it down on the table, a trace of pink lipstick smeared across the snowy linen. She rose and stood aside, waiting for Will Abel.

Steadman asked, “Who were the others with him?”

Tabitha’s eyes grew vacant. She stared out the expansive windows, but Steadman knew she wasn’t seeing anything out there. It was dark. Only her reflection stared silently back.

“The woman at his side is Jamie Bryant,” Abel supplied.

“His wife?” Vivi asked.

“No, they’re not married, but they’ve been together for…I guess it’s been about eleven years now.”

“And the young girl? Steadman asked. “She looks about college age.” 

Abel nodded. “She’ll start at Harvard in the fall. That’s his daughter, Krista.”

“Her mother…?” Steadman let the inquiry trail off, hoping for a fill in.

“Krista’s mother was killed in an accident when the girl was nine years old,” Abel answered. “And the other man is Grant Garner, Chandler’s cousin. He came out to help celebrate the grand opening of this enterprise.”

“I see,” Steadman replied. “Thanks for putting me in the picture.”

“Yes, well, we’d better go.”

Abel took Tabitha’s elbow, and she shook her head slightly, eyes refocusing. “Yes, it’s been lovely to meet you,” she said, giving Vivi’s hand a squeeze before turning to walk up the aisle, rocking slightly with the movement of the train.

“That felt a bit odd,” Vivi said.

“I know better than to disagree with your intuition.” Steadman drank the last of his coffee, now gone almost cold, and suppressed a belch. “Despite the gala atmosphere, I’m sure they’re all under a lot of pressure to make this venture a success.”

Vivi smoothed her hand across his brow. “Look who’s talking. You so rarely take the chance to just relax and enjoy an evening without being on high alert.” She pressed her lips to his forehead, letting them linger. “This could be your chance, Rand. Ease up, unwind.”

Steadman let his gaze wander over the guests. Many of the passengers remained in the dining car after the meal was cleared, playing cards or just chatting. Soft music played in the background, accented by the metrical clack of the train. He put his arm around Vivi and pulled her close, enjoying the feel of her downy hair against his cheek, determined to please her.

“I’m glad we don’t have to change for the concert,” he murmured. “This is as fancy as it gets for me.” His suit, an off-the-rack model, was perfectly respectable.

Before Vivi could render her thoughts on the subject, the sound of shouting and laughter arose as the door at the far end of the passage opened. Steadman looked up to see the party from the private car making their way along the aisle, headed for the club car, and led by Chandler himself, dancing by in his cap and bandana.

“Chandler insisted on one more drink,” Abel explained as they passed Steadman’s table. He shrugged. “He’s the boss.”

Steadman continued to laze, his arm loosely over Vivi’s shoulders, her cheek against his chest. Every so often, he felt her smile. Bless Mayor Galton and his unavoidable business. 

Passengers swayed up and down the corridor, moving between the cars, letting bursts of gaiety pass from the club car through the adjoining doors. Steadman paid them about half his attention while the rest of him simply enjoyed the moment.

When Krista Chandler passed by, leaving a faint whiff of perfume in her wake, Steadman frowned, straightening in his seat. He watched her push open the door leading on to the private car and step out while it whooshed shut behind her.

And when she returned a mere second later, screaming, her face gone white, he sprang up and went to her, Vivi at his heels.

“What is it?” Vivi said, brushing the girl’s hair back from her face. “What happened?”

Mouth trembling, her voice faint, Krista said, “I…I was nearly killed.”

Steadman went to the door, pushed it open.

“I almost stepped out into…nothing. I could have died.”

Steadman saw what she meant.

“The car…our private car,” she wailed. “It’s gone.”
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“How far behind is the next train?” he asked.

The railway was full of blind curves and slopes. The following train might easily blunder into the detached carriage, obliterating it and possibly injuring the engineers. Maybe even derailing.

“We have to let them know!”

“The conductor,” Krista said, tears smudging her makeup. She looked very young in her evening finery, a child playing dress up. “Find the conductor. He has a radio.”

Steadman had noticed the location of the conductor’s office when they’d boarded. Leaving Vivi with the girl, he ran to it—taking in the nameplate identifying the man as H. Fredericks. He found the chamber empty and hurried beyond, shoving his way past milling passengers without apology, intent on his mission.

At last, he found the conductor in the noisy coupling space between the baggage car and the first sleeping car. “Get on the radio,” he shouted over the roar of the engine. “Chandler’s private car is loose on the track. It’s unhitched.”

The conductor’s jaw tightened and his eyes grew wide, but he moved swiftly. In the next moment, he’d radioed in, warning the freight train coming along behind them and stating his intention of going back for the lost car.

“The train behind us is stopping,” he reported. “We’ll have to pick up the loose car and put on some speed to make up for lost time.” 

H. Fredericks clapped Steadman on the back, communicating his thanks, and made his way forward to the engine. A minute later, the train slowed and gradually came to a smooth stop. It reversed and began moving along the track at a much reduced rate of speed. 

Steadman peered through the windows but saw only vague shapes and outlines in passing. It was like staring down into murky water and catching just a hint of something there. The conductor came back through in a rush. Steadman followed him to the back of the train and watched him perch outside the rear door, shining a powerful hand-held torch down the track and speaking into his radio, giving the engineer instructions.

Ahead in the darkness, a metallic glint caught by the light of the torch indicated they were approaching Chandler’s car. Fredericks gave an order and the train drew to a stop, hissing gently into the night. The conductor jumped down onto the railbed and inspected the coupling on the front of Chandler’s private car, speaking into his radio the whole while. 

The train very slowly reversed, then stopped with a jerk punctuated by the clank of metal. The cars were joined again and the train moved forward as Fredericks swung up onto the platform at the front of Chandler’s carriage.

He motioned Steadman to join him. “There’s nothing wrong with the linkage,” Fredericks said, his eyebrows drawn together in a scowl.

Steadman caught the underlying message. “You mean it was deliberate—is that what you’re saying?”

“Right. Someone uncoupled that car. The steam pipe wasn’t broken, the valve was closed. This was no accident. We need to contact the police.”

Steadman pulled in a deep breath, letting it escape his lungs while he organized his thoughts. “Consider it done,” he told Fredericks. “Are we in Mason County?”

“Smack in the middle of it.”

“As I thought. It so happens I’d be the one responding to your call. Chief Deputy Randall Steadman,” he said, holding out his hand.

The conductor gripped it in a firm shake. “Harvey Fredericks. I heard you’d be aboard. Good thing, too. A darned sight more useful than the mayor, under these circumstances.”

“When might this sabotage have taken place?” Steadman asked. “Could it be done underway?”

Fredericks looked grim. “Indeed, it could.”

Steadman gestured toward the private car. “I’d like to get inside, take a look around, make sure everything’s okay. Do you have a key?”

“I do.”

Once inside, Steadman was surprised to see several lights burning. “Did you have to connect a power line?” he asked. “I didn’t see you do that.”

“No, each car makes its own electricity from generators under the floor, run by the wheels going round.”

“So what happens when the wheels aren’t moving?”

“In the stations, we plug into ground supply.”

“So all systems would have been down while the car was detached and stationary?”

“Not really, no. There are batteries that last about half an hour until things peter out, leaving just the aisle lights until the batteries are totally depleted.”

Steadman gazed with interest at the marvel of miniaturized luxury. He passed a tiny utilitarian sleeping compartment and then a galley, lit and stocked with canned, boxed, and packaged food, as well as a basket of fresh fruit. He opened cupboards and peeked into a compact pantry and a small walk-in refrigerator, most of its floor space taken up by crates of wine stacked haphazardly in front of the lower shelves.

Beyond that was a dining area with seating for eight and a narrow corridor with doors opening into three small but well-appointed bedrooms. Steadman peered into each, checking the closets and the tiny, attached bathrooms.

At the very end of the train was the plush living space so vaunted in the glossy pages of magazines and social media posts. Six cushy armchairs clustered around a big-screen TV, and a low wood and glass table of gorgeous design sat in the center, holding a bowl of bright candies.

Steadman stood at the rear door and looked out onto the tiny boarding platform, like a little balcony with a polished brass rail. Beyond, darkness.

Nothing seemed disturbed or out of place. It appeared that whoever had uncoupled the car had not gained access to the interior of the carriage.

Checking his phone for reception, Steadman made a call to his partner, Deputy Cory Frost, instructing him to meet up with the train. He thanked Fredericks for his cooperation and headed back up the aisle to find Vivi.

She was still in the dining car, keeping company with Krista Chandler and Tabitha, Chandler’s secretary. He beckoned to her, drawing her into a quiet corner.

“I’m sorry my dear,” he told her, “but I’m afraid I’m trading you for Frost at the next stop.”

“No! Don’t tell me you’re on the clock now.”

“Yes, I am. There’s a saboteur aboard.” He lowered his voice and leaned in. “I want you off the train.”

She gave him a reproachful look. “I was so looking forward to the concert.”

“You can still attend. Frost is coming in your car. Here’s your ticket—take it and go. Enjoy. Maybe I’ll even see you there.”

“That would be nice.”

They went back to the table and were soon joined by the rest of Chandler’s party returning from the club car. Minus the man of the hour who’d earlier thanked the conductor for retrieving his car and excused himself to change out of his bibs and bandana for something more formal. 

They laughed and chatted, relaxing again after the tension caused by the runaway car. Even Krista seemed to be calming down under Vivi’s solicitous care. Grant Garner and Tabitha Ross slow-danced in the aisle, her face hidden against his chest while he crooned into her ear.

Presently, they all headed off to the private car to freshen up before the train pulled into Silverdale for the concert. Steadman watched them move single file across the coupling space, Garner leading and Will Abel bringing up the rear.

No sooner had Abel cleared the space and disappeared through the door when Steadman heard a piercing scream and the line of people reversed and fell into disorder, each scrambling to get across the coupling and away from some, unnamed horror.

Jamie Bryant, Chandler’s mistress, burst through the doorway, continuing to scream, unable to stop until Tabitha slapped her across the face. They both promptly erupted in tears.

Abel turned to Steadman, his face somber. “You’d better come,” he said. “Milton Chandler is dead.”
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The door to the walk-in refrigerator was open and swaying slightly with the motion of the train. A denim-clad leg ending in a sturdy boot protruded through the opening. Steadman used his handkerchief to grasp the stainless steel door and pull it wider.

Milton Chandler lay sprawled over the crates of wine, his face bluish gray, eyes bulging as they stared up at the ceiling, seeing nothing. Dead, beyond a doubt. 

Once again, Steadman ran for the conductor’s office, this time finding the man inside, writing up a report. Fredericks looked up, pen poised over paper, his face taking on a resigned expression.

“More sabotage?” he asked.

“Of a sort,” Steadman answered. “I need you to pull the train into the nearest siding and make the announcement that no one is to leave. Milton Chandler has been murdered in his private car. We are now hitched to a crime scene.”

Within ten minutes, the train slowed with a long squeal of brakes, coming to rest in a siding sixteen miles short of Silverdale. Steadman updated his location for Frost, who met him soon after with a team of four uniformed officers to help contain the scene. Steadman welcomed his partner aboard before turning to his wife.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I guess you’re going to miss the concert after all. Everyone is. I can’t even let you go home.”

“I know, and I understand. Do your job, Rand. I’ll be fine.”

Giving her a quick kiss, Steadman led Frost into the private car. They both wore protective coveralls, booties, and gloves to prevent contaminating the site. A team would be arriving to process the scene, but Steadman wanted to examine the body before they arrived.

Crouching over Chandler’s remains, careful not to disturb anything, he saw the man’s red bandana had been pulled tight and used to strangle him. Sometime between recoupling the car to the rest of the train and the discovery of the body—a window of perhaps forty minutes—someone had choked the life out of the man and hidden his body in the chiller.

It could have been anyone on board.

Steadman noticed the man was no longer wearing the striped engineer’s cap. It was nowhere to be seen. He touched Chandler’s cheek, feeling the cold of it through his latex glove. Given the body’s hiding place, a clinical time of death might be difficult to establish. It came back to that forty-minute window.

“Seen enough for now, Frost?” he called to his partner.

Frost was in the living room. “Signs of a struggle in here,” he said.

Steadman joined him, glad to have Frost along. He appreciated his partner’s open mind and humility, how he was always willing to learn something new and admit when he was wrong. Valuable traits in any profession, and often critical in police work. Frost had taught him a thing or two.

With a few economical gestures, Frost pointed out the broken candy dish and scattered bonbons, a crumpled cushion, one of the armchairs twisted away from the TV.

“It looks like the victim was attacked and maybe killed here,” Frost said, “before his body was dragged into the kitchen.”

Steadman studied the carpet, looking for signs of dragging but none were apparent in the luxurious tight weave. “Could be,” he agreed. “This carpet looks like high-quality sisal. It doesn’t mat down or trap dust. We’ll see if the specialists find anything when they process the scene.”

“The uncoupling of the car,” Frost said. “Do you think the saboteur and the strangler are one and the same?”

“Seems like a logical inference,” Steadman replied, “but by no means a foregone conclusion.” He sighed. “It’s a pity Chandler’s enterprise didn’t make it past the starting line. It could have been good for our little neck of the woods.”

“At least you got a fine dinner out of it,” Frost said. “You’ve got a spot of it on your tie.”

Steadman scowled and wet a corner of his handkerchief in the sink, rubbing it over the stain. Straightening, he headed for the door leading to the rest of the train.

“Come on, Frost,” he said. “It’s time we spoke with those who knew Chandler best.”



[image: image-placeholder]Still and silent. 

Steadman was amazed at how quickly he’d become accustomed to the motion of the train beneath him. It felt odd, now, to be on board and stationary, almost eerily quiet without the clatter of the wheels turning on the track.

The siding had ports for power, water, and plumbing so for the time being, they were self-sustaining. And would remain so long enough for him and Frost to conduct the initial investigation into Milton Chandler’s death. 

He hoped.

A glance at his watch told him it was approaching midnight. The crime scene team had arrived and were using the rear door with the brass-railed balcony to move about their business. Frost had cleared the dining car except for the members of Chandler’s party—Krista, Jamie, Garner, Abel, and Tabitha. The five of them slumped in chairs on one side of the car, hushed and hollow-eyed. Waiting.

Steadman felt tension emanating from them like heat waves off summer pavement. They knew—they had to know—that they were now under intense scrutiny. Each one of them was closely connected to the dead man in the carriage next door. He turned to address them.

“I want to know the last time each of you saw Milton Chandler,” he said. “Mr. Grant Garner, let’s start with you.”

“I assume you mean the last time I saw him alive. The last I remember seeing him was after Krista had her close call. He was lumbering up and down the aisle like an angry bear, grumbling about his missing car. My dear cousin was more concerned about that wooden box than he was about his traumatized daughter.”

Krista’s hands went to her cheeks, hiding her face. Steadman gave her a moment to compose herself before asking, “Ms. Chandler? When did you last see your father?”

Her lips were swollen and red, ragged where she’d been chewing at them. “It was after I almost…after I almost fell.” She gave a tiny sob and pressed her fingers against her trembling mouth. “I was upset. I wanted…I hoped he would…” She looked up, her eyes going hard, defiant. “I hoped he might show he cared about me. But of course, he didn’t. He pulled out his phone and went off to make a call.”

“Do you know who he called?”

“No doubt lodging a complaint against the railway,” Garner said when Krista didn’t speak. “Looking for someone to sue over his lost toy.”

Steadman leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. He caught Frost’s eye, tipping his head to indicate a pass of the baton. His partner moved in without missing a beat.

“Ms. Ross,” Frost said, leveling his gaze at Tabitha, “when did you last see Chandler?”

“Same as everyone else, I guess. I don’t remember seeing him later than that.”

“Well, I do,” Will Abel said. He pointed. “Chandler was sitting at that table near the front of the dining car with his head out the window, watching while they retrieved his private car.

“Yes, that’s right,” Jamie Bryant said. “I saw him doing that, too. Then, after the car was reattached, he told me he was going to change clothes and the next time I saw him—” 

She broke off and swallowed hard enough for Steadman to hear it where he sat, three chairs away. Leaning forward, he picked up the thread. “And the five of you were together all the time after that until you entered the car and found the body?”
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