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Tad Wellstone didn’t know if this was a practical joke—and if it was, it wasn’t a very good one.

He had only thirty minutes before the end of his shift, filling out retirement papers, when the call came in.  Two bodies.  Lots of blood.  Brains splattered on the ceiling and walls.  A pistol next to one of the bodies.  Shell casings on the floor.

They would be looking at some serious OT, depending on what they found at the scene.

“Probably a murder-suicide thing,” rookie detective Wade Shilling said, briskly grabbing his windbreaker and Starbucks coffee cup.  The windbreaker was dark brown, and had a glossy sheen to it.  There was a silver Sheriff’s star pinned on the front, and the words DETECTIVE sewn in bright yellow just below it.  On the sleeves were patches for the Cass County Sheriff’s Department.

Tad let the pen fall with a soft thud onto the papers.  All he had written so far was his name and address.  Now he wouldn’t finish it until tomorrow.

“Never assume anything on a case,” Tad grumbled at Wade.  He grabbed his Yeti mug and took a sip of the lukewarm office-brewed coffee.  He made that mistake of assuming early on in his career—he was almost canned for it—and he vowed never to do it again.  “It may blind you from seeing the truth about what happened.”

Tad stood and grabbed his own windbreaker from the back of the chair.  It had a dull worn look, the yellow DETECTIVE was the color of old mustard, and there were a few extra patches on the sleeves to indicate a more senior title.  Like he ever cared for titles.  Husband and father were good enough titles for him.  One day, he’ll even add grandfather to the list.  Nowadays, everything seemed to be all about titles.  Fucking ridiculous.

“So, how long do you have left?” Wade asked, gesturing to the papers.

“Haven’t quite decided yet.”

Tad topped off his Yeti coffee mug from one of the three full carafes lined up along the side of the detective room.  Steam rolled off the top.  Coffee permanently stained the brim of both his mug and the carafes.  All regular.  No decaf here.

Except the rookie here had to drink his ten-dollar coffee.  What a waste.  He could smell the sweet vanilla and cinnamon from across the room.  If it was sugar and creamer he wanted, there was plenty of either here.  Not for Tad though.  He ditched sugar, creamer, and even cigarettes ten years ago when he had a heart attack and had to undergo a quadruple bypass.

“You must be getting around your twenty then, right?” asked Wade.

“Twenty-five.”

There was a time when he thought a twenty-year career was good enough for him.  But something happened then—a case, it was always a fucking case—that made him stay on just a little longer.  Even now, he wondered if he could do another five and clock in an even three decades.

What would his wife, Betty, say?

* * *
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The Cass County Sheriff’s Department, with headquarters located in Fargo, North Dakota, covered over seventeen hundred square miles of the sprawling metropolis as well as a few dozen smaller communities and several hundred farms.  The population was just over two hundred thousand.  The landscape itself was relatively flat, mostly farmland, and when the harsh blast of winter came it made travel treacherous.

While much of the patrol units got the newer Ford Police Interceptors and Expeditions, Tad drove an older five-year-old Bronco with almost a hundred and fifty thousand miles.  His captain kept asking if he wanted to trade up.  Since the Bronco was reliable and could take on the gamut of inclement weather North Dakota was known for, he saw no need for a newer model.

He was also used to riding alone.  Not this time.  He was in charge of training the new detectives, and Wade Shilling was the next up at bat.

“How long have you been with the department?” Tad asked Wade.

“Nine years, sir,” said Wade.  “Did my first two as a CO at the jail before I was promoted to patrol.”

“Schooling?”

“Bachelor’s from NDSU—go Bison—with a double major in Criminal Justice and Sociology, along with a minor in Chemistry.  When I graduated, I wanted to work with the highway patrol, but once I got hired at the jail I knew this was the place for me.”

The sun had just dipped under the horizon, painting the sky in a kaleidoscope of purple, orange, and red.  A gentle breeze blew dry leaves across the two-lane county road.  Corn and wheat fields were on either side.  Far off to their left was a large green combine, harvesting their latest growth, with a plume of dust churning up in their wake.

They were heading to a farm located four miles northwest of the town of Casselton, fifteen or so minutes westbound from the West Fargo city limits.  The Sanders.  Doug and Zelda.  Tad sifted through his mental card catalog for any encounters with the Sanders.  It wasn’t a name he was familiar with.  Four or five dozen names always seemed to come across his desk from time to time.

But not the Sanders.

Wade finished his Starbucks, tapping the edge of the cup as he tipped it up, hoping for that last drop to fall into his mouth.

Tad, on the other hand, sipped his coffee.  It was still quite hot.  And still quite full.  The side of his Yeti mug had the Cass County Sheriff’s logo on it.  It was a gift after twenty years of service, along with a plaque that he stored in a drawer out in his workshop at home.  The plaque was stashed among the other life-saving and distinguished service awards he gained over the decades.  He didn’t care much for awards, but he also didn’t dare throw them out.

“Might want to think about switching to office coffee,” Tad said, gesturing to the now empty Starbucks cup.  “And get yourself a mug like this.  You could be out here for hours working on a case.”

Wade scooched up in his seat.  “I’ll keep that in mind, sir.  Where did you go to school?  If you don’t mind my asking.”

“There’s this little town far north of Fargo, in Minnesota.  Thief River Falls.  They have a decent two-year law enforcement program.  At first, I wanted to join the military right out of high school.  But I failed the medical portion.  Long story.  I had some money saved, but not enough for two years of school.  Then my Dad said something about taking out a small student loan.  I took out just enough for housing, tuition, and books.  I worked two other part-time jobs, and paid off those loans within a year of graduating.  Been debt free ever since.”

“Holy shit, that’s impressive,” said Wade.  “God, I still have like a good thirty grand left to pay on my student loans.  Along with a mortgage and two car loans.  And Tammy is talking about wanting to have another kid.  Shit, the two we have are expensive enough.  You got any kids, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Four.  Three girls and a boy.  Connor, our youngest, is a high school senior this year.”

With Connor graduating and them being empty nesters, Betty and he would be free to do all of the traveling they’ve talked about for so many years.  Hawaii, Grand Canyon, and an entire East Coast experience from Maine all the way down to Florida.  That was when he thought about retiring, hanging it up for good.  All he had to do was fill out the paperwork, tell Betty the date he had in mind, and she’d do the same.  Betty was a nurse, and was currently on a surgical team for the transplant surgeons at Sanford Hospital in Fargo.

Wade shook his head.  “Four kids.  I can’t even imagine having that many.”

* * *
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Tad slowed as he came to a long gravel driveway.  A line of trees bordered it all the way to the homestead.  Parked in front of the two-story white house, with a pair of dormers greeting any visitors to grace its presence, were two ambulances, a patrol car, and a black mobile forensics van.  Another patrol car was parked at the front of the driveway, securing the scene.  A dozen or so cars were parked along the road, with many standing outside, as well as two local news vans.

Soon donning latex gloves and light blue booties, they entered the back of the homestead.

All of the interior lights were on.

Cass County Deputy Ace Pankratz, the first officer on scene, gave them a run-down.  “Got a 9-1-1 call from a neighbor.  Shelly Perkins.  Lives just to the north, across the road,” said Ace, a pocket notebook in his hand, flipped to the page in question.  “She came to borrow some sugar to make cookies, she said.  Anyway, she went through the back door here, through the living room, and stopped just before the kitchen.  That’s when she saw the blood.  She stepped into the kitchen a little more and that’s when she saw both of them.  Blood and brain matter on the ceiling and walls, and casings on the floor.  A Glock 9mm was between them.”

“Was it you or her who identified the Glock?” asked Tad.  Wade stood behind him, scribbling notes.  Tad never took notes at first.  He wanted to hear everything first hand, and then take notes after.  That way, he used all of his senses to focus on the initial story, recalling everything that was said.

“Me, sir,” said Ace.

“Okay.  Then what happened?”

“She called 9-1-1 from her cell phone at 5:52pm.  I arrived on scene at 6:14pm, where I met her outside.  That’s her, over there.”  Ace pointed to a lady with auburn hair tied back in a bun, standing next to the ambulance.  A blanket was wrapped around her.

Tad checked the time.  It was almost seven forty-five.

“Ambulance crew confirmed both were deceased.  Funeral home has also been contacted.  Should be enroute within the hour.”

“How old were they?” asked Wade.

Ace and Tad turned to him.

Ace rattled off their dates of birth, which made them in their early seventies.

“Anyone else living with them?” asked Wade.

Tad was mildly impressed the rookie started asking some questions on his own.  And not stupid questions either.  Most rookies either wanted to be in charge right away, without a clue as to what they were doing, or faded in the background like a shadow.

“Does anyone know when the mail arrives out here?” Wade also asked.  “Has anyone checked the mailbox out by the road, to see if the Sanders picked it up?”

Ace radioed the request to the other deputy securing the scene at the front of the driveway.  When it was ascertained that the mail was still in their mailbox, Ace went to retrieve it.

While he was gone, Tad eased his way through the living room and into the kitchen.

“Why did you ask about others living in the house?” Tad asked Wade.

“I noticed deep tire marks in the grass on the edge of the yard,” Wade said, then
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