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      The few buildings scattered in the desert on the outskirts of the city were a mere blur to the two motorcycles speeding past. The roadway was finally asphalt. The tires rolled smooth. The heat of the sun seared through the shirts of the two riders lying flat over their gas tanks. The long day of racing had started nearly nine hours before.

      Roy glanced down at the large white speedometer on his Indian Chief. The slender red needle pointed forward toward the finish line and at the fat side of the eighty. He knew the motorcycle could effortlessly run faster. He also knew the end of the race, a few miles ahead, wasn’t a foregone conclusion.

      The black, eighty-inch flat-head Harley Davidson ran beside him. His left knee was almost touching his friend’s knee. Both sets of boots draped crossed over the rear fenders to reduce air drag, both pair of dungarees worn and faded. Neither man had bought a new pair of anything in over eight years. The depression had been tough, but the rationing and the war had ground on their bones and souls.

      The repair shop had gone from fixing motorcycles to also taking in minor repair on cars to now even soldering broken wires in toasters. Anything needing repair the brothers would fix. Anything but the mortgage on their homes and the shop. This race wouldn’t fix it, but it would help. This was about helping to fix the town of Bishop and the larger Owens Valley.

      Mace glanced at his friend on the red Indian. The night before, the two had cleaned and polished the two motorcycles. The two motorcycle companies had a stake in the race and were given over half of the money needed for the cause. Mace lowered his head to the gas tank, and both men let off the gas and coasted to a stop. There was over a mile left to the city limits. Nobody was close enough to see.

      Mace opened his left gas cap and rocked the bike side to side as he listened. He knew the gas was so low, it would be at the bottom end of the tank where he couldn’t see—only hear. He rocked the heavy motorcycle again.

      Closing the cap, he looked at his brother in life. Their goggles smeared with bugs, mud, and dust, he could see the limpid-blue eyes Roy got from his mother’s side of the family. Mace’s were the green of both his mother and father. He slowly shook his head. They both knew the rules. There was no more stopping for extra fuel.

      Roy bit on his lower lip. “They ain’t gonna like it, but we’ll just brace it if we have to.”

      Both men, who had stared down death together, nodded and shook hands.

      They stomped on their clutches and pushed their shifters forward as one. The two front tires rolled in unison. The two had become a formidable juggernaut in France. When not flying, they rode two stolen motorcycles in brash, devil-may-care assaults. As they rose up and over the mounds in front of the trenches, the French soldiers became Berserkers behind them. The nerve, flagrancy and inspiring verve de gore led to the Frenchmen in their company to nickname the two men: The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. They had never slowed from being forces of nature, but age and the depression had not been gentle.

      The two motorcycles roared past the new museum built with the last of the wild money of the 1920s. People lined the street as they approached the gambling blocks, the deafening  cheers almost drowned out the sound of the Harley cough.

      Roy looked to his brother and then at the traffic light three blocks away.

      The Harley backfired and coughed. Mace looked at his friend. The two ear-bashing engines became one. They both rose to a sitting position. Mace slammed the shifting lever forward to the neutral position as the engine died. He looked to his brother in arms with a look of fear and resolve.

      Roy threw out his left arm and eased the red Indian closer. Their knees pushed together as Mace gripped his brother’s wrist. Their two arms were like a steel bar across from motorcycle to motorcycle. Roy rubbed his face across his right shoulder and arm without letting up on the throttle, his goggles washed from his face and into the street behind them. Mace mirrored the move.

      Blue eyes locked onto green, and together they mouthed the word that had bonded them in France. “Brothers.”

      Two men. Two motorcycles. Two blocks. One engine. One goal. Arms locked, they roared toward the streetlight as they watched it turn red.

      The Nevada desert blast furnace—burning their faces and shoulders. The heat was nothing compared to the strain on the shoulders of the two locked arms—dragging the half-ton of men and machines across the finish line.

      The tires swept across the brilliant white of the freshly painted lines of the crosswalk. Flashbulbs turned the yellow day white. Their bodies swept the bunting finish line streamer from the two Boy Scout’s hands. They looked up at the still red light set in the searing blue sky. Their two smiles were toothy and white. The people lining the street looked to the large clock on the bank. The small black hand stood at the twelve, the longer red hand wouldn’t join it for another four minutes.

      The two men smiled at each other. From the tension in their arms, they both knew the front tires of both Harley Davidson and the American Indian had crossed the line perfectly lined up. It was a tie.

      The two looked forward as they coasted. A single woman stepped into the street. She could pass for the famous pilot. The two who joined her were the men’s wives. A tall man in a fedora, open collar, and with rolled up sleeves, stood silently behind the women.

      The racer’s triumphant smiles washed away. The two older women stood side by side. A glint of silver flashed in the sunshine between the two women. Handcuffs hung condemning between the two arms. With only one motorcycle with gasoline left—there was nowhere to go. Mace squeezed Roy’s arm and let go. They glided to a stop in front of the three women. Nobody moved. The big red Indian Chief coughed, backfired, and shuttered to silence. The last of the gasoline was gone.
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      Six Months Earlier 

      The perfectly polished brown leather dully reflected the mound of yellow ochre pigment. The other shoe reflected the brilliant blue of ground lapis. The large cones of pigment meant little to the man. The seller’s piles of every color, produced by thousands of hours of bone-weary labor, were not worth a tenth of the contents the man carried in his small satchel.

      Even at the late hour, the medina of Dar es Salaam swirled about the European man. Many shunned the larger grand bazaar for the smaller alleys winding in the medieval part of the city. The sellers were not always what they appeared and sold not what was in their stalls.

      The man in the brown suit held his handkerchief to his nose and mouth against the acrid copper smell of blood mixed with the sour odor of putrefied offal, wafting from the butcher stall close by. He closed his eyes to force his mind to think of flower-strewn Alpine hills, instead of the fly-infested carcasses hanging only a few steps away. The square of silk was drenched in lavender and peppermint.

      The man hated, with his very fiber, his need to spend any time what so ever in Tanganyika, much less it’s port capital. The Schutzstaffel rewarded him handsomely, at home in Berlin and abroad. Not even the tall young Nubian girls in Cairo or the young zaftig Austrian wife to replace his older wife were enough to prevent him from stealing some of the gemstones he couriered for his Nazi masters.

      “Masaa‘al-khayr, Herr Miller.” The man stepped from behind the curtain. His son turned and retreated from watching the pigment seller’s stall.

      Irritated, the man hissed. “Deutsch. Sprich deutsch, verdammt.”

      The Arab put his palms together and bowed. “As you wish, Herr Miller. German, it is.”

      The man glanced about. His eyes darted first past the citric seller and then up the alley past the butcher. His eyes took in every filthy detail of the cramped alley. Much of the alley had been old and crumbling before the Roman’s trotted Jesus up the hill with the other two criminals.

      Turning on the now half-smiling man in the tattered kaftan, he coughed in his handkerchief. “Must we conduct business out here where the world watches us like common prostitutes on display?”

      “Alas, I am but a poor stall keeper. The entire world conducts its business in the street. There is nothing behind the curtain but my small bed and a chair. Even for prayer, I must do so in public.”

      Miller knew the man was anything but an impoverished shopkeeper. He guessed the man would even lie about what was behind the curtains at the back of his stall. The man’s kaftan and the curtains were stained and tattered, but he also knew a vendor was not poor when they sold pigment to the wealthy. The butcher may be poor, the seller of oranges and lemons was most certainly poor, but the man standing before him was as wealthy as any corrupt Berger in Germany.

      The man spread his hands in supplication. “Herr Miller, we have but a simple exchange. Nine?”

      “Ja, Ja natürlich.” He stepped forward between the yellow and blue cones of ochre and lapis. His right hand raised the small brown valise.

      The Arab held his gaze as he took the valise. Knowing the man was now on the losing side of the war, he had no more compassion. The valise was light. He weighed it in his left hand as his face cocked and made a face of question.

      “It is all there. Twelve-kilograms. The valise has never been opened since Gaborone.”

      “Shukran, I trust you, Herr Miller. It is my buyers who do not.” Two men carrying a rolled carpet approached behind the courier. Their bare feet were as silent as smoke in the night. The slender knife was but a mere flash in the darkness. The two men wrapped the falling German agent in an old carpet as he fell. The fine grindings of pigment cascaded about the carpets they sat on. None of the three men cared about the spilled pigment—the boy would return and straighten the piles. The taller man stooped and took up the carpet-wrapped legs.

      The pigment seller stood and watched as the two carpet sellers carried the dirty carpet down the dark alleyway. He stooped and retrieved the bowler hat. His fingers thumbed the fine felt as he thought. He knew the carpet sellers would search the German for any items of value and then would share with their brother. He would, and had in the past, done the same with them. The alley was more about family and relationships than mere sellers of products or providers of services.

      The man’s glare pierced the gloom of the alley both ways. His tongue clicked almost closed mouth. The boy slid from behind the curtain and nodded at the pointed finger.

      Turning, the pigment seller secreted the small valise under his arm and moved between the curtains. Past the small bed was another curtain. He disappeared into the long hall, his slippers scuffing in the dark. He began to hum a small tune he had heard during his college days at Cambridge.

      Another small boy materialized from the shadows of the alley. He knew there would be no more buyers for the night, but it was his duty to watch. His brother adroitly rebuilt the shape of the cones and swept the threadbare carpet. His fingers touched the red cone and then rubbed the carpet to replace color which hadn’t existed there since his grandfather was a child.

      The butcher bid his last patron a healthy life. He reached up and untied the canvas curtain. The meat disappeared. The alley dimmed as each merchant closed for the night.
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      Thorny looked up at the pink veil on Mt. Tom and the lower crescent of pink on the ridge creating Mt. Humphries. She even smiled at this site as a little girl. She never tired of walking into town in the dark. As the road straightened, the stars would begin to disappear from the night sky. At a quarter mile from the junction of Highway 6 and 395, she was walking down the middle of the smaller highway. The main highway, 395, became the main streets through all the towns in the Owens Valley. She watched the black separate into grays and not quite black. By the time she reached the stop-sign, the pink was just a blush.

      She would always stop and lean against the signpost. Watching the hazy blush become a light pink on the rocks showing between the snow patches. Some mornings, the two mountains looked like they were bursting with a flame within. When the mountains were shown with a fresh-covering blanket of snow, Thorny never even gave them a glance. The fresh snow and pink never reached the same visceral fire.

      Thorny could hear the truck coming. Without turning, she knew it was old man Jessup. The truck had sounded the same for most of twenty years. She also knew if the man touched the brakes while approaching the sign, the heavens would open and take him without delay.

      The truck rattled through the stop. If Thorny tried, she knew she could walk faster than the man drove. The single anemic aaugaha of the horn had started a few weeks before.

      “Mornin’, Chief.”

      Her eyelids gently fell shut. The greetings about town had started a few days later. She figured before she reached the police station, she would be greeted at least twelve times each as police chief, mayor, sheriff, councilman, and judge. Not once would anyone just say hello or call her by her name. She groaned. The town was having their fun, but also, it was their way of showing their appreciation, if not respect.

      Even Monte had taken up whistling cheery senseless tunes. His take was it was the town’s way of welcoming her home. There were days she thought about climbing the ladder and waiting out the days in the civil defense tower with Bill. The man was at least creative as to what he saw. A crow could be a SPAD airplane from the first World War, or a small dark gray cloud could become a zeppelin. The saving grace of spending time with Bill was he would never see her as the mayor, chief of police, or a judge. To at least one man, she was just Miss Wallace.

      The pink had become a yellow-red stone on the mountains. The sun had risen and was warming the valley. Thorny pushed off against the post and walked across the highway. It would be the wrong side of the street eventually, but in less than a block, there were roses, and then gerbera daisies. The planter box sat under a cracked pipe. The leaking water was enough for the volunteer plants to grow. Thorny had asked around, and there seemed to be nobody who would miss the occasional handful of flowers.

      She pulled a few dozen weeds from the planter. She laid them on the concrete to dry. In a few days, she would crumble them and spread them back in the box—returning them from whence they came. She pinched off the six roses and a dozen daisies. The small vases on the six tables at the Bib would look cheery.

      The sound of two large motorcycles roared in from north of town. The two bikes swept around the large turn. The two riders could have been riding in a Model A for as close as they were. Thorny couldn’t see but would almost bet their knees occasionally touched. The men had met during the Great War. Some would say they were real brothers, who had finally met in the trenches of France. The only thing for sure was they must get a lot of bugs in their teeth because they were always smiling.

      The motorcycles slowed and eased into the small parking lot in front of the garage. The sign originally had a painted picture of the two on motorcycles racing with hats turned backward, goggles above the smiles only inches from the handlebars, and the two men bent over and racing with the wind. Now the sign simply read, ‘The Right Brothers Mechanical Repair.’ There weren’t enough motorcycles in the valley; so, cars, trucks, and even tractors would be seen in the shop.

      Thorny noted the large banner over the door, advertising ‘The Race of the Century.’ The all-out race was to be four hundred miles. It would start at the train crossing in Mojave. They would start in the coldest hours of the morning—to beat the heat of the desert. The end would be at the last streetlight in Carson City, Nevada. The winner would get a thousand dollars and his motorcycle. But the race’s true purpose was to raise money for the new wing of the Northern Inyo County Hospital. The big contributors were the manufacturers of the two large motorcycles. Roy favored his heavier red American Indian Chief. Mace would ride his pride and joy Harley Davidson. Both motorcycles were powered by engines known as Flatheads. Both had displacements of eighty-inches. The two manufacturers were putting up twenty-five grand each for the hospital.

      Thorny waved back at the chorused calls of ‘Morning, Chief.’

      Thorny could have walked the length of Main Street and only once or twice have had to dodge a car. The street was empty in the crisp early morning air. The sidewalk was no colder on her bare feet than the asphalt of the street. Bishop was slow to wake, but it was also the time of the day Thorny liked the most. The fresh daylight was holding its breath with an expectation of anything. The sun rising in the cloudless sky boded simple and gentle movement below.

      The two women who cleaned and then helped the owner at the Men’s Fine Clothing nodded as they passed. “Very nice flowers, Mayor.”

      Thorny returned their nod. She smirked at the retreating twitter of gossip.

      “Who do you think the flowers are for?”

      “I don’t know for sure… but, Gladys said… and you know how much of a gossip she is…”

      Thorny almost turned at the short gasp.

      “Why, he’s old enough to be her grandfather…”

      Thorny crossed the street and stepped onto the soft dirt that paved Line Street. The long tent that, for a few months every early spring, adorned the front of Victor’s Leather, had been put away until next spring. The mule teams were in the high valleys, delivering food, people, and fingerling trout to the lakes and streams.

      A quart jar sat tucked under the front steps of the Bib. Thorny could see the light in the kitchen. May would be busy baking biscuits. Thorny stuck the bouquet in the jar and put the whole under the small hose-bib. She filled the jar halfway and set it on the second step, out-of-the-way of the door. She knew they would be on the tables when she returned with Monte.
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      Thorny grumped with a smirk at the growl behind the door. Either Monte had slept in, or he was in the middle of buttoning his shirt. She listened for the sound of feet.

      The sound was of shoes on the hardwood floor—shirt.

      The door swung open a couple of inches. Thorny pushed and saw the backside of the retreating man.

      “You’re getting better at waking up with the rooster.”

      The man buzzed his lips and grumped. “Don’t talk to me. I’m old, and I haven’t had any coffee yet. Was there a paper on the stoop?”

      Thorny leaned back and looked around. Monte’s ‘stoop’ was a six-foot square of concrete in front of the door. She had yet to ever see the paper thrown to land on the pad. “No.”

      The voice drifted back from the bedroom or bathroom. “Check the Pyracantha bush. The young Smith boy has a habit of throwing the paper like a tomahawk.” Monte came out of the backroom cinching his belt. “After the war is over, I might pay to get his eyes checked and buy him some glasses. He’s got a good arm, but he pulls to the left.” He looked up in expectation.

      Thorny laughed. “You have a mirror. Or did you become a vampire overnight?” She stopped and thought. “It is vampires who can’t see themselves in the mirror isn’t it?”

      The man harrumphed. “Who cares. The beast doesn’t exist. Grab the paper and let’s go—I’m starved.”

      Thorny poked at his slight acknowledgment to older age. “Yes, you look so starved.”

      “Behave.”

      Thorny raked her claw at the errant set of curls on the side of his head as he passed her for the door. He shied as his own fingers came up to complete the unseen work. “I told you to behave.”

      Thorny grumped back at him. “Act your age.”

      “The flowers look lovely, May.” Monte leaned and smelled the single rose set with two daisies.

      May stood next to Thorny and snuck her arm around the younger waist. “Yes, I have a very high placed gremlin who magically brings them to my doorstep on Sunday mornings. Heaven only knows where they find such treasures in this mule-bitten town.” She leaned over and gave Thorny a kiss on the cheek, the hug and kiss returned.

      “Daniel went about the neighborhood yesterday, pulling me a huge basket of dandelions, and last night, he was down fishing and found some ferns, still with the fiddle-heads. So I made us a cheese and greens quiche. The biscuits are about to come out, and as soon as the girls get here, we can have brunch. Make yourself comfortable—Monte, if you would be please a gentleman. You know where the coffeepot is.” She turned back toward the kitchen.

      Thorny sat before someone pointed at the seat at the head of the table and demanded she sit there, instead. “Where is Daniel this morning?”

      May’s head poked out the kitchen door. “My son? Are you asking a serious question? You know how religious he is… He’s in church.” She disappeared as they all heard the dinging of the timer clock.

      Monte and Thorny looked at each other with smirking smiles. “The church of the river.” Fishing. Since the stock market crash in twenty-nine, it had been the fastest growing church and religion in the valley. Anyone living in Bishop knew the banks of the Owens River, wandering down the middle of the Owens Valley. On any given Sunday, the banks would be spotted with religious anglers. The Great Depression had taught many men how to catch fish, which led to simply fishing. Years of a diet consisting of field-gathered greens and trout, led in better times to settling for any cut of meat other than fish. But, if a man was fishing, he was excused from any other chores around the house. Daniel was one of the few who still went to the river to collect fish, instead of lying in the grass and passing the day in quiet, relaxing solitude.

      They both turned at the hollow sound of shoes on the wooden porch. The door opened, and the two women stood, removing their shoes before entering the house.

      Monte snapped his fingers as he finished pouring Thorny’s coffee. He quickly poured the other four cups full, then retreated to the door. Hugging the two women in passing, he removed his shoes.

      Thorny stood with a smile. “Inez, Bertha, we are just getting started. May made us biscuits and quiche, so please be seated.” She hugged both women as May brought a large glass pie pan. May nodded back toward the kitchen for Monte to fetch the biscuits.

      As May stood at the corner of the table, she slipped off her shoes. They all sat. The blue and white checked gingham tablecloth shone in their eyes as they took hands around the table. Their smiles reflected in the warmth of their grips.

      May looked about the table. “I call this meeting of the Sunday barefoot posse to come to order. Dig in.”

      The first few minutes were taken by serving food and the first bites. Inez turned to May as she chewed on a small bite of biscuit. “I see Danny was successful in getting you some more Cardamom.”

      May reached out with a laugh. “Shh, we don’t want Thorny to know my secrets about cooking. Next thing you know, she’ll get my job too.”

      Bertha sniggled. “She better not come looking for my job.”

      The four looked back at the young woman hanging her head, focused on her food. There was a soft growl, making the older four laugh.

      Feeling safe enough to poke the snarling beast, Monte continued the teasing. “Which is the problem, Thorny? The cooking or the other jobs?” He leaned away from Bertha who was quietly trying to push his wayward curls back into place.

      Thorny looked up through her eyelashes. Her chewing was slow. Finished, she swallowed as she sat back, wiping her mouth. “All of it. I can burn a rat or lizard on a hot rock, but beyond that…” She sipped at her coffee. “The town… well, the women of the town want to give me all the jobs abandoned by the men who decamped. The problem is I don’t want the jobs. There are plenty of smart, honest people who can do an excellent job at these positions. I think we should find the right people for the jobs and let them do the work. There are some who could use the pay, something I don’t need now.” Her voice trailed off. Her focus slewed down along the table in thought.

      Bertha—only a few years older, but as the town whore, so much wiser than her age—cleared her throat. “Are you asking your barefoot posse to find the right people for the jobs?”

      Thorny blinked and looked up. Her face was like a person waking from a dream. “I guess I am.” Her smile was conspiratorial. “What a great idea. You four know the people in the town, and I’m only new back.”

      Inez snorted. “What Birdie and I know about the people in the town…”

      Bertha squealed in laughter.

      Monte grumped. “You girls are just nasty.” His hand and napkin were quick to hide his smile.

      May smiled sadly at the mischievous three. “Intimate knowledge, from being the town’s prostitutes, is much better knowledge than no knowledge at all. But seriously…” She gave the two women and Monte a hard eye. “We each have unique views into people lives. There are subjects men will talk about to their barber, which they would never share with a woman they are having sex with. The same goes for a small café. I hear more information about how people conduct their businesses and lives than others would ever think.”

      The three women looked at the only male. His toes curled as he wished he could cross his toes. “A good barber never talks and tells.”

      The retired prostitute laughed. “Good thing Bishop doesn’t have one of those barbers.”

      Thorny detected a warm glow creeping around her uncle’s neckline.

      As the laughing died down, Thorny eyed the young prostitute whose apartment and business was the entire second floor over the court and police station. The young woman took a second glance down the table.

      “What?”

      “What about John for chief?”

      The young woman’s lips came together in a mew as she thought. May raised a finger. “If I may. I’m almost positive he never climbed those stairs, and if he did, I’m certain I don’t want to know. However, as honest as he is, I would hazard a bet he would turn down the offer.”

      “Why?”

      “His comfort is in going home at night. He will man the desk from sunup until dinnertime, but don’t ask him to work and miss dinner. He also likes to read his books in the evening.”

      Thorny nudged her head sideways and squinted. “What sort of books?”

      “For himself, I think he likes to read about world history. But for Nancy… He reads her poetry by Chaucer, and sonnets by the bard among others.”

      “So, he would work hard as my second in command, but not the chief?”

      Monte closed one eye. “I think you might want to retain the position and the opportunity of power it provides. If you are going to investigate old cases, it would be good to have the power of police chief in your front pocket… so to speak.”

      Inez winked. “And then you could move the hog leg to your hip instead of down your behind.”

      Thorny reached inside the back of her pants and withdrew the automatic pistol. She laid it on the table pointed to her side. “It might be more comfortable, but I think it would scare the church ladies.”

      Bertha stared at the size of the large semi-automatic weapon. She mussed softly to herself. “Not such a small hog leg.”

      Thorny ignored the other young woman’s fascination with the weapon. “What about a judge?”

      May coughed softly. “The reason the last judge was probably on the Water & Power’s bribery payroll was that the judge position doesn’t pay enough. If you could convince the county to increase the pay, you might convince one of your law school friends to move to the backwoods. I’m sure they would get reelected until they died of old age.”

      Thorny looked down at her right hand. “Damn. I didn’t expect much from this meeting, so I didn’t bring a notepad and pen.”

      May excused herself to get more coffee and said note-taking materials.

      Monte leaned his head as his eyes drilled holes in Bertha. She blushed and pulled her hand away from his head. “What?”

      “Well, did John ever climb those stairs?”

      Bertha softly snorted a tiny puff of air and looked to the older Inez. The retired former town whore shied her eyelids and swung her head. “Not with me. I tried, but I think the man was pure when he married his woman. Without a doubt, he worships the ground she walks on.”

      Bertha turned. “I’ll vouch for the same.”

      “It's not much of a notepad…” May stopped in the doorway. She eyed the four who looked ever so much like children with their hands in the cookie jar. She lowered her eyelids as she rolled her eyes. “As I was saying… It's not a large pad, but it’s what I have.” She put the coffeepot on the trivet and sat. Her eyes drifted from one to the next. Nobody was making eye contact or making a sound.

      She turned and leaned in and growled at Monte. “Give it up, Geronimo.” The man was not the same warrior his great-uncle was… but then, he didn’t count out his grandmother, either.

      A poke of Bertha’s finger in his ribs was his end. “The consensus is John never did climb those stairs.”

      May sat back with a satisfied smirk and looked at Thorny. Thorny softly chuckled as the other woman wiggled her eyebrows as if to say, this is the way things get done.

      “Moving on to mayor.”

      The front door swung open, and May’s son Daniel backed in. Three fishing creels hung from his neck and shoulders. He turned and froze. “Oh.” He took in who was at the table. The only attorney sitting at the table leaned back with her arm over the back of the chair.

      “Looks like a weighty haul there, Daniel. Remind me what the limit is again.”

      “Ah, jeez, Thorny, the Fish and Game officer is right behind me.”

      “Are all of those creels yours?”

      He moved the small curtain on the door’s window. All of them could hear a truck or rattle-can car pull up to the curb in front. He looked back at Thorny in panic.

      She rose and pointed at the kitchen. Grabbing her pistol, she shoved it back into the holster in her pants and strode to the door. She glanced at May in question.

      The woman shrugged. “I think it's Mike Hollister. June and Addison Hollister’s boy.”

      Monte nodded. “He was about three or four years ahead of you. He is kind of a pretty boy.”

      Thorny nodded as she opened the door and stepped out. “Good gracious, as I live and breathe, it's Mike Hollister. How long has it been, Mike? Six, eight years? How are you?”

      The four listened to a muffled conversation through the windows and wall. The young Daniel peeked around the corner.

      Without looking at him, Monte quietly asked, “How many, son?”

      The boy coughed in his fist with a mumble. May interpreted. “I requested twenty-two, and my son went to church shopping. I expected nothing less from him.”

      The door opened as Thorny stepped back in as she waved. “I’ll see what I can do, Mike. Good seeing you. I’ll let Daniel know if I see him.” She quietly closed the door and returned to her seat. The pistol returned to the table, pointing away from the others, but in front of her.

      She cleared her throat. The young man’s head appeared from out of the kitchen. “Mike said the large eddies, off the north end of the new runway, were showing signs of too many large brown trout. He just thought you might need to know in case your mother wanted to put up some trout on the menu.”

      “So I’m not in trouble?”

      Thorny gave him a hard look. His head disappeared into the kitchen.

      Monte watched the grown woman. He had watched Thorny grow up since she was barely knee-high. She ignored him as she made a fuss over sipping on her coffee cup.

      He cleared his throat. “You might have got away with that, except I already knew your cup was bone empty.”

      The three women took a hesitation before laughing. Even the leader was not beyond being called out for cheating.

      Thorny eyed the man with one eye over the top of her cup. She put it down and patted her mouth with her napkin. “It would appear the county doesn’t pay their officers enough, either.”
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      The thin folder landed on the desk with a cloud of dust. Thorny pulled back from her work, waving her hands in the air to clear the cloud.

      “What in Hades are you doing, John?”

      The policeman stood with his hand grasping his belt buckle. Thorny didn’t know if the man had ridden in the Wild West Show, but she did know the Buffalo Bill buckle was genuine. She also had been informed of there being fewer than forty of the buckles cast. The bronze didn’t tarnish because of the gold content in the metal. The gold had come from the mountain, not twenty miles from where she sat. It was almost as if she could feel the pull of the metal from the mountain.

      Her right hand fell to her lap and softly felt for the lump in her right pocket. She usually knew when John was close. The skeleton hand in her pocket, cast from pure gold, would become extra warm. She didn’t understand what it meant, but its affinity to the buckle was the least of its unsettling traits.

      She still couldn’t figure out where the hand went when she removed her pants. She even tried holding the gold sculpture in her hand as she slid off the clothes. She never felt it leave or disappear—it was just gone. In the morning, she would chance to put her hand in her pocket, and the gold hand was there. These days, she relaxed and let the item come and go as it needed. It was a Paiute artifact with Paiute lore. Thorny’s bond with it had been sealed one fateful night with the guidance of the tribe’s last great medicine man—her best friend’s grandfather.

      She rolled her head to the side and gave the officer a hard look. “Well?”

      The man’s mouth wrestled with the lips and tongue. “It's your next case.”

      She leaned over and looked at the desiccated folder. “Fresh this morning, I see.” She lifted the cover and looked at the paper inside. There were no forms, just writing cribbed on a few torn pieces of paper. Intrigued, her eyes searched for a date. Seeing the date, she fell back in the chair.

      The man waited calmly as he knew the woman was studying him for any humor. There was none. The man seemed to lack any humor in his body—even down to the large bone in his arms.

      “I’m guessing 1869 isn’t a joke. Care to explain?”

      The man shrugged his eyes and brows. “I figured if you’re going to dig up the old cases of unsolved crimes in the valley, may as well start with Robert Bishop. He was the first murder.”

      “Bishop. As in this Bishop?”

      “It was named after Robert’s father—Samuel A. Bishop. He’s the one who first brought a bunch of cattle up this way. Eventually built a ranchero named Saint Francis Ranch. The rancho was up near clear water coming out of the large canyon we now call Bishop Creek. In those days, the water was free flowing so I would suppose it was a lot more than just a creek. In the summer, they probably ranged the cattle up there in Upper Buttermilk—good lush grass and cooler evenings. The Saint Francis was the start of the dude ranch.”

      Thorny smiled. She remembered John loved to read history books. The older, the better. “When did he bring the cattle?”

      “Early, about 1860. But, by 1862, he had started the ranchero, and a small town was being built in his name. He also had started a family, but he never married.”

      Thorny pursed her lips. “Robert.”

      The man nodded. “There was also a Mexican squatter family down near the waste-gate, this side of Big Pine. They were growing hard root vegetables for the miners. He took a liking to the daughter. She was only fourteen, but when he left, she was about to pair… um…  give birth.”

      Thorny frowned. “And Robert…?”

      “Half Paiute. She gave Robert his father’s name but eventually married in the tribe. I saw a reference once as to his half-sister, but there never was a recording of the name.”

      Thorny fingered the cover open a few inches and stared into the folder as if looking for an answer. “So, we have a half-breed bastard child born in 1862, but murdered seven years later. There was plenty there for someone to hate... but enough to kill?” She looked up. “Why?”

      John smiled and stood taller. “That is what you get to figure out.”

      Her eyes danced over the paperwork on her desk. Much had been ignored for years. “In all my spare time…”

      John smiled and turned, walking back toward the front desk. “That’s right, Chief.” Pulling out his pocket watch, he looked at the time. “Or, should I say, Mayor.” He glanced back. “You have a city council meeting in about ten minutes. Don’t be late. The cookie ladies don’t cotton to no tardy city officials.”

      The swearing was almost silent. She stood, stuffing her pistol back in her pants and holster. “Where is the meeting?”

      “Methodist Church. You now have seven minutes.”

      She closed her eyes and bounced them open wide in exasperation. “Well, it could have been the Catholic Church, I guess.” Nine blocks further.
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      “We could hold socials. They raise money.” The woman’s face was as evocative as a stone brick. Her eyes seemed frozen halfway between intent and frightened but matched her frizzy penny-copper hair somehow.

      Thorny had a quick thought about the pistol down the back of her pants. This was exactly the sort of church lady who would be frightened by the large weapon. The side holster was sounding more and more appealing. “Are you proposing to hold a social every month?”

      The woman blinked. “Socials raise a lot of money. I don’t think there will be a need for more than a few a year. Why, just last year, we had an ice cream social and raised almost a hundred dollars.”

      Thorny nibbled at the inside of her lower lip. Her eyes slid to the right. Beatrice Wainwright was known for her level-headed thinking. She taught second form mathematics as well as home economics at the high school. The look on her face was of a parent listening to her children when she knew the answers but wanted them to work their way to the solution on their own. Not for the first time, Thorny wondered why she was the mayor and not Beatrice.

      “Bea?”

      The woman’s face rose as she leaned back and away from the question. “I’m still listening to the ideas for solutions.”

      Thorny stretched her head back and twisted her neck until she was rewarded with a few soft cracks. “How many more solutions would you like to hear before you jump in?”

      The woman’s eyes leveled. She knew they were well matched. The rest around the table were merely window dressing. “Three.”

      Thorny’s response was soft. “Three.” The woman hesitated and then dipped her head.

      Thorny turned her gaze on the bulky woman in robin’s-egg blue at the other end of the large table. Even on a warm summer day, her hat, jacket, and white gloves were still in place. Just the edge of white lace hinted at a handkerchief tucked in hiding at the end of either sleeve
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