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      Tuesday

      January blew into Rusty Gun with brutal winds that had Texans everywhere scrambling to find heavy coats. The cold wouldn’t last long, but it felt like an eternity to those who weren’t used to it. However, the cold went unnoticed inside Grant’s CPA office.

      Deputy Jimmie James hooked his thumbs in his duty belt and rocked back on his heels as he stared down at the body of Leland Grant. There were going to be a lot of disappointed people come tax time.

      “You want I should call the coroner’s office to pick up the body, Sheriff?” James asked.

      Coil nodded his head out of habit, and James flushed scarlet.

      “Uhh,” James said. “I meant Sheriff Davidson.”

      “You’re right,” Coil said, his face grim. “I don’t belong here.” He stood and moved to walk past them and Agatha reached out a hand to stop him.

      “Coil,” she said. But he left out the back door and shut it behind him.

      “Let him go, Aggie,” Hank said softly.

      “Sorry, Sir,” James said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “It is what it is,” Hank said. “It’s the price of politics. Coil would want us to focus on the job and not his campaign. Or the troubles following him.”

      Leland Grant’s office was an old three room house that had been remodeled and converted into office space.  Walls had been knocked down so it was mostly one large area with an executive desk and two leather chairs in front. A leather couch rested against the wall, next to a table cluttered with Field and Stream magazines.  The gas floor heater was lit, and the room was overly warm.

      Leland had been the only CPA in Rusty Gun for the last thirty years.

      “Excuse me?” Sergeant Joe Springer said. “Sheriff Davidson?”

      Hank just barely kept himself from rolling his eyes. He hated being called Sheriff. As far as he was concerned, Coil was still the sheriff, but everyone had to follow protocol by the book or things could go south fast for Coil.

      Springer might be Hank’s least favorite person in all of Rusty Gun, which was saying something. He didn’t think anyone could ever get under his skin more than Heather Cartwright, but Springer managed to take the top spot.

      Springer wasn’t exactly the quintessential image of someone who was chosen to protect and serve. He was slightly overweight, and his uniform always looked rumpled. His skin was pale and doughy with carrot-orange hair and freckles across the bridge of his nose. The chip on his shoulder was as wide as Texas with an attitude that made Hank want to give him a right cross square in the jaw.

      “What?” Hank asked tersely.

      Springer fidgeted from foot to foot. “Well, since I’m officially the highest ranking certified law enforcement official on scene, I think this should be my investigation.”

      There was a snort from Karl Johnson, and Jimmie James was staring intently at a speck of dust, shaking his head.

      “And while I appreciate how you’re filling in for Sheriff Coil,” Springer said. “You are just filling in. And it’s been a long time since you’ve been in the field.”

      Everyone in the room seemed to be holding their breath, and Hank felt his blood pressure skyrocket so he could feel the pulse pounding behind his eyes.

      “Have you ever investigated a death?” Hank asked.

      “No, Sir.”

      “Springer, have you even seen a dead body before?”

      “Sergeant,” he said.

      “I beg your pardon?” Hank asked.

      “You should address me as Sergeant Springer,” he said, his face flaming red. “It’s my rank.”

      “We’re standing over a dead body, Sergeant Springer,” Hank said. “Why don’t you get the stick out of your—”

      Agatha coughed loudly several times and pounded her chest, and Hank cut his eyes in her direction.

      “—behind,” he finished lamely. “So we can close this out and give the family of the victim some peace.”

      “I want this case,” Springer said, stiffening his spine, and pointing his chin defiantly.

      Hank had to hand it to him, it took some guts to stand up to someone as intimidating as Hank. That didn’t make him like Springer any more, but it gave him something to think about. It also made him realize that even though he didn’t want to be sheriff, he was the sheriff, at least until Coil came back. Unless he asserted his authority, the deputies under his command would run all over him. Springer was being disrespectful and trying to assert his dominance at the same time.

      “All right,” Hank said, nodding. “Sergeant Springer wants to run point on this investigation. I’m going to let him.”

      “What?” James asked, sputtering.

      “Well you heard Springer just like the rest of us,” Hank said, looking at James as if he was a nitwit. “He told us plain as day he’s the highest ranking real deputy on scene, and I’m clearly too much of a moron since I retired to know what the heck I’m doing. I should probably just mosey on back to the office and have some coffee and donuts and prop my feet up while the real cops handle things.”

      Springer drained of all color, and Hank nodded in approval. Maybe he wasn’t as big of a fool as he originally thought.

      “But Sheriff,” Karl said. “This is Mr. Grant. Everybody loves him. This is no time to let Springer play cop.”

      “That’s Sergeant Springer,” Springer said.

      “Up yours,” Karl said, fists clinching at his sides.

      “I’m writing you up for insubordination.”

      Karl snorted. “Yeah, right. That would actually require you to work, you fat lump of—”

      “Enough,” Hank barked. “Karl, he does have rank. Don’t let me hear you be disrespectful again.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Karl said through gritted teeth.

      “Sergeant Springer,” Hank said. “The case is yours.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” he said, smirking.

      “If you screw it up, you’re fired,” Hank said. “And since you’re obviously more qualified than any of the rest of us to work this case, you can do it on your own. Let’s go.”

      Hank didn’t look to see if the others followed him outside and into the cold, but he could hear their footsteps shuffling behind him. He took a last look at a wide-eyed and panic stricken Springer just before he shut the door with a snap.

      He tugged the collar of his wool coat up around his neck to ward off the wind, but the cold felt good against his face. Things had gotten a little too hot inside.

      “Umm…Hank,” Agatha said, and motioned for him to come to her so they were away from the others.

      “Yes?” he asked, but he had a feeling he knew what was coming.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked. “There’s a dead man in that building who deserves more respect than you teaching an idiot a life lesson by jeopardizing a possible murder investigation.”

      Hanks eyes narrowed. “You think Mr. Grant was murdered?”

      “You taught me to start off with the assumption that a death is a murder until we’re able to prove otherwise, or walk it backward to accidental or natural death.”

      “Good job,” he said. “You were listening. I can get justice for Mr. Grant and teach an idiot a life lesson at the same time. If I don’t assert my authority now, I won’t have any of their respect while I hold down the job for Coil.”

      “So this was a test?” she asked, looking confused. “Men are weird.”

      Hank looked down at his watch. “Everyone needed a break from in there. Springer is going to have to learn what teamwork is. He doesn’t have the skills or experience to tie his shoelaces on his own, much less run a murder investigation.”

      “How in the world did he become a Sergeant?” Agatha asked.

      “That’s a very good question,” Hank said.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt, boss,” Karl said. “But how long are we going to spend teaching that fool a lesson? It’s cold out here.”

      Agatha rolled her eyes. “Good grief. Is there some man signal I missed since the rest of you knew what the heck was going on in there? Maybe if y’all would start thinking with what’s between your ears instead of what’s between your legs, things wouldn’t get so heated so fast.”

      Hank snorted out a laugh, but it didn’t last long. A frown marred his face and he stared at the team standing around him he was now supposed to lead.

      “You’re worried about Coil,” Agatha said, picking up on his mood.

      “Yeah, to say the least,” he said, nodding.

      “Me too,” she said. “But Coil is a big boy, and you’re the one who said he’d want us focused on Mr. Grant’s death.”

      “You’re right,” he said, letting out a slow breath. His blood pressure was almost back to normal. “Let’s go rescue the sergeant and figure out what happened to Mr. Grant.”

      Hank nodded to the others that they could go back inside, and he followed behind them. The heat had exacerbated the scent of death, and the smell clung to the inside of his nostrils and choked its way down his throat.

      “Uh, Sheriff,” Karl called out. “You probably want to get in here.”

      Something in Karl’s voice had him hurrying to the area where they’d found the body.

      All he could see was the soles of black police boots, the heels almost touching as they splayed out into a V. Sergeant Springer was passed out cold, his face paler than usual while beads of sweat clung to his upper lip.

      “Good grief,” Hank said, borrowing one of Agatha’s favorite sayings.

      “Should we wake him?” Karl asked.

      “How about we throw him in a body bag?” James asked.

      “I’ll start digging the hole,” Karl piped in, and the two of them started laughing, making jokes at Springer’s expense.

      Agatha knelt next to Springer and gently shook him, slapping him on the cheek a couple of times until he started to stir. Springer whined and curled into the fetal position.

      “Come on, man,” Hank said. “Have some self-respect.”

      Springer’s eyes popped open and landed on Hank’s. “Am I fired?”

      “It depends on whether or not you did any damage to the scene,” Hank answered. “We’ll have a discussion about your future in law enforcement in my office tomorrow.”

      Springer nodded, and Karl reached down to help him to his feet.

      “And don’t worry, Springer,” Hank said. “My entire career of working crime scenes came back to me in a flash while I was out in the alley. It looks like I’ll be useful on this case after all.”
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