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CHAPTER 1
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he blizzard roared over the top of the mountains and rampaged across the northern quarter of the state for two days. Now it was dragging its snowy coattails out of the area leaving behind over two feet of snow carved into deep, sculpted drifts by the driving wind. Though no longer raising an eldritch screech through the trees, the wind remained strong enough to make the falling snowflakes leap and twirl like demented dancers spotlighted by the streetlamps. The snowplows had kept the highway through the middle of town and the road leading to the county hospital five miles outside of town passable. The residential streets remained blocked. The snowplows would get to them in time. ‘It’s the kind of night anyone with any sense would stay snug and warm at home’ Deputy Duane Lee reflected. 

Lee didn’t usually work the night shift, but with one deputy on medical leave and two others out with the flu, Sheriff Harrington had asked him to fill in. It had been a quiet shift. Lee and the other deputy on duty, Jerry Barker, had helped free a couple of cars from drifts, arrested a couple of drunks and found an elderly man suffering from dementia who had wandered away from the nursing home. When Lee found him a couple of blocks from the home the confused man explained that he drove a snowplow for the county and was on his way to work.

The town council liked to think of Twin Rivers as a city, but Lee couldn’t convince himself that a town with 748 permanent residents was a city. During the summer, the town’s occupancy would swell to several thousand, with tourists coming to enjoy fishing, tubing, and rafting on the river, horseback riding, camping, and hiking in the mountains, the annual rodeo, fishing derby, jet boat races and a variety of special events staged by the town. From late May through September, Twin Rivers was a busy place. Many of the town’s residents were employed in the tourist trade and much of the town’s income was earned in those few frantic months. 

Sitting in his sheriff’s department SUV parked between the civic center and the chamber of commerce with the motor idling to run the heater against the cold, Lee sipped coffee from his thermos and watched the snow through deep set, pale gray eyes. After nearly twenty years in law enforcement, he figured he’d seen just about everything and was seldom surprised by what people did. An inch over six feet tall, lean, and somewhat grizzled, he looked like he would be a home-grown son of this rugged area, but he had been born and raised in Detroit. When he moved to Twin Rivers, after graduating from the police academy, to take a job in the Steelhead County Sheriff’s Department, he expected to stay only a year or two, then look for a position in a larger department elsewhere. Instead, he found himself surprised and intrigued by the variety and complexity of the situations and people he encountered and decided to stay put. Now in his early forties, he had built a solid career and satisfying life.

The wind had died down by the time Lee’s shift ended. The sun wouldn’t rise for over an hour but the darkness was already disappearing. He turned from the cleared main street onto the street leading to his home. Driving slowly up the snow-clogged residential street, he noticed lights on in many of the neighboring houses and heard the roar of several snow blowers as his neighbors started digging themselves out. He reached an area half a block from his home where the wind had created a deep snow drift. After trying to drive through the drift and almost getting stuck, Lee decided to park his SUV and walk the rest of the way. When he reached home, he took out his own snowblower and cleared his sidewalks and driveway, then went next door and did the same for his elderly neighbor. Finished, he crawled gratefully into bed and dropped off to sleep. The ringing phone jerked him out of a deep sleep three hours later.

“Hello,” Lee mumbled, sitting up and turning on the bedside lamp.

“Lee, this is Rodger. Sorry to wake you, but I need you to go back on duty.”

“What’s up, Sheriff?” Lee asked, coming fully awake.

Sheriff Rodger Harrington explained, “I had a call from Senator Leland. Legislature is in recess. He is up at his place on the South Face with some of his family and a few friends. A couple of his nephews were out riding snowmobiles early this morning and found a skeleton. Senator Leland wants someone to come up and take a look. I’m sorry to drag you out, but I don’t have anyone else to send.”

“It’s going to be quite a job getting up there,” Lee said. “The snowplows will be working on clearing the streets in town. They won’t have started plowing the county road or the access road up the mountain yet.”

“They haven’t, but  I’ve talked to Craig over at county maintenance. He’s sending a couple of plows up right away to open the access road. They’ll get you up to Senator Leland’s place. The Senator has his people working on clearing the drive from the access road to his house. According to the Senator, they’ll have to take you from there to where they found the skeleton by snowmobile.”

“All right, Sheriff. I’ll go check it out.”

Showered, shaved, and in a clean uniform, Lee carried a bag filled with cold weather gear to where he had left his SUV. He was pleased to see that one of his neighbors, who had a pickup with a blade attached to the front, had opened a lane through the street and cleared the drift that had stopped him earlier. He climbed into his vehicle and headed for the South Face.

Since the South Face was on the opposite side of the Raft River, he had to go through town and cross the bridge just beyond the county maintenance shop. From there he followed the road known officially as County Road four and locally as the Dower Road. The plows had been through ahead of him and the road was passable with a single open lane. It took Lee nearly ten minutes to cover the three miles to the access road leading to Senator Leland’s property. The access road was barely wide enough for two cars to pass under normal conditions and wound up the mountain in a serpentine pattern. About a quarter of the way up the mountain, Lee caught up with the snowplows. He dawdled behind them the rest of the way. It felt like hours before he finally reached the driveway to Senator Leland’s High Acres Ranch.

Lee had never been to Senator Leland’s ranch before. As he approached he was amazed that the house, built of what looked like reclaimed barn wood, looked like it was growing out of the mountainside. The central section was two stories high with wide windows extending from the ground almost to the roof. One story extensions, with multiple terraces shaded by deep overhangs, flanked both sides of the main section.

The drive led into a cleared area in front of the house big enough for Lee to turn his SUV around. By the time he had parked, Senator Leland, tall, silver haired and distinguished looking, had emerged from the house, and stood on the porch waiting for him.

“Good morning, Deputy,” Leland greeted. “Glad you’re here. Come inside and I’ll give you a rundown on what my nephews found before you go up there.”

“Thank you, Senator. Are the boy’s here? I’d like to get the story directly from them.”

“Of course, Deputy. Joe is here and will guide you up to the spot. His brother, Mac, is up there already. One of my guests insisted on going up to the site and I had Mac take him.”

Lee stopped, surprised. “One of your guests went up there. Why? He doesn’t intend to disturb the bones, does he?”

“No, I’m sure he doesn’t.” Glancing back over his shoulder, Senator Leland continued, “He went to offer prayers for the dead. He’s a Catholic bishop, Bishop Declan Cavanaugh. He wouldn’t be dissuaded and even threatened to walk up there following the snowmobiles tracks, if necessary, so I had Mac take him.”

The senator led the way into a spacious room furnished as a library. The books were housed in glass-doored, floor to ceiling shelves covering two walls. A large, polished mahogany desk stood between two tall windows and several comfortable looking chairs, flanked by small tables stood in one end of the room.

Senator Leland led Lee to the other end, where a leather sofa and chairs were arranged around a coffee table in front of a large fireplace where a fire blazed. The senator offered Lee a seat and touched a button on an intercom nearby on the wall.

“Yes, sir?” responded a disembodied voice quietly from the intercom speaker.

“Rodney, please bring a pot of coffee to the library and ask Joe to come in here.”

“Right away, sir.”

“Now, Deputy,” he said, seating himself. “I know you have questions. Why don’t you start with me until Joe gets here? I suspect it will be a few minutes because he’s probably out at the barns. He spends quite a bit of time there. He’s very interested in animals and tells me he wants to be a veterinarian.”

“All right, Senator. Why don’t you start by telling me a bit about your nephews? The sheriff told me they were snowmobiling when they found the skeleton.”

“Yes. Joe is sixteen and Mac is fourteen. They’re both experienced snowmobilers and are responsible riders.” He paused at the brief knock on the door and the entry of a cadaverous appearing, white haired man of indeterminate age carrying a tray with a coffee pot, cups and a small plate of cookies.”
   “Deputy, this is Rodney, my house manager.”

“Rodney, this is Deputy Lee from the Steelhead County Sheriff’s Office.

“How do you do, Deputy?” Rodney greeted setting the coffee service on the table. “How do you take your coffee?” he asked lifting the pot and poising it over a cup.

“Nice to meet you, Rodney,” Lee responded. "Black will be fine, thank you.”

Handing a steaming cup to Lee, Rodney turned to the Senator. “It will be a few minutes until Joe gets here, sir. He’s down at the barns helping Jason clean stalls. He said he’ll come right away but wants to tidy up before he meets the deputy.”

While speaking, Rodney had poured a second cup of coffee and added cream and sugar. “Your coffee, Senator,” he said handing it to his employer.

“Thank you, Rodney. I’ll ring if we need anything else.

“Thank you, sir.” Rodney left, all but bowing himself out of the room.

“He’s not as old as you might think,” the senator said, “and doesn’t hold me in such high reverence as his actions sometimes lead visitors to believe.”

Lee glanced back from the door at the senator’s comment and caught a wry smile on his lips.

“Yes, well, Senator, shall we get back to it? Can you tell me approximately where the boys found the skeleton?”

“Let me get out a map and I can show you the exact spot.”

Senator Leland rose and crossed to a cabinet near the desk. After rummaging in a drawer, he drew out a long cardboard tube and placed it on the desk.

“If you’ll come over here, I can show you on this map,” he said, sliding it out of the tube. “Bring your coffee,” he added as he saw Lee start to set his cup down. “Rodney’s coffee is too good to let get cold.”

“It’s excellent coffee, Senator,” Lee said, smiling, as he carried his cup across the room to look down at the map spread out on the desk. He was surprised that the map appeared to be drawn on parchment, was quite old and very finely detailed.

Senator Leland responded to his unspoken thoughts. “This map is over a hundred years old and is hand drawn. It was done more as a piece of art than a practical map. For all that, it’s still one of the best representations of the terrain around here that I’ve ever come across.”

“Now,” he continued. “There are established trails on my property for riding ATV’s in the summer and snowmobiles in the winter. They are kept groomed because the boys visit often when I’m here and love to ride, as do I. They haven’t been re-groomed since the current snow, but I felt comfortable letting the boys go out on the sleds this morning since the trails are well marked, they know them well, and are competent riders. They know to stay on the trails.”

“Some of the markers are down, Uncle Seth, said a new voice from behind them. “I forgot to mention it this morning in all the excitement.”

Turning, Lee saw a young man of average height with a mop of unruly brown hair and a muscular build standing in the doorway, accompanied by a slender, blonde woman.

“Ah, Joe, there you are. Come in and meet Deputy Lee. You too, Lorraine.”

“Deputy, this is my nephew, Joe, and his mother, my sister, Lorraine Markham.”

“Nice to meet you Mrs. Markham, Joe.  the Senator was just about to show me on this map where you and Mac found the skeleton, Joe. Could you tell me how you happened to find it?”

“Sure, Deputy,” Joe began, approaching the desk. “Mac and I took the number three trail. All the trails Uncle Seth was telling you about have numbers instead of names. The number three trail starts here behind the house.” He pointed to a spot on the map and ran his finger along in the air above the map as he talked. “It runs along the face of Sheep’s Head Butte just inside the edge of the forest, then curves around and runs down the edge of Uncle Seth’s property to this little stream. From there, it follows the stream back toward the access road for a couple of miles before it turns back up toward the house. We found the skeleton right here,” he said pointing to a spot just before the trail turned toward the access road.

“There’s an old shed there about fifteen feet off the trail. It was deteriorating but intact. We’ve never looked inside. There’s no window and the door was secured with a rusty hasp and padlock. Today, the building was down. It looks like a big dead branch broke off of a tree and crushed it. We were curious, so we parked the sleds and waded through the snow to have a look.” Looking up at Senator Leland, Joe said, with a sheepish look, “Sorry, Uncle Seth, Mom, we know we shouldn’t have left the trail.”

“We’ll discuss that later,” his mother said. Her look was stern, but her eyes twinkled and Lee didn’t think the boys would be in too much trouble. “You’d better tell the deputy the rest of your story.”

“Okay. So, we went over near the building but didn’t get too close. There was a lot of splintered up wood and stuff laying around. The shed’s in a little depression so when we got close we were a little above it and could see down into it pretty well. It didn’t look like there’d been much in it. There was a big, old wooden box, kind of like a trunk. It was partly crushed, too, and there were old bones sticking out. We could see an arm and I think I saw part of a skull. Mac was off to my right and he said he saw part of a leg, too. It sort of freaked us out so we got back here as fast as we could to tell Uncle Seth.”

“Thank you, Joe,” Lee said, then turned to the senator. “I take it the next part of the story belongs to you, Senator.”

“Yes, I guess it does. Why don’t we all sit down. I could use another cup of coffee. Would you care for more, Deputy? How about you, Lorraine?”

“I’d love a cup, Seth. I’ll pour,” responded his sister. In a few minutes, the three adults were seated with cups of coffee and Joe had slipped out to the kitchen and returned with a soft drink.

Senator Leland took up the tale. “Joe and Mac came roaring in on the snowmobiles, going quite a bit too fast. I was in here working and the noise brought me outside. I was annoyed and intended to talk to them about the speed, but they were obviously excited and upset. They were both talking at once. It took a few minutes to get them calmed down enough to find out what was going on. After they told me about finding the skeleton, I had Joe take me up to the spot and show me. When we got back, I called Sheriff Harrington. I think that brings us up to date.”

“Almost, Senator. You mentioned that Bishop Cavanaugh insisted on going up to the site. How did that come about?”

“Declan and Lorraine weren’t present when the boys told me what they’d found. I think Mac told them while Joe and I were making our trip up there and back.”

“That’s right,” Lorraine entered the conversation. “I was in my room when the boys came in yelling for Uncle Seth. By the time I got downstairs, Joe and Seth were preparing to leave. While they were gone, Mac was telling me about finding the skeleton when Declan came in, and Mac repeated the story for him. He immediately said he needed to go up there and offer prayers for the soul of the poor person. I talked him into waiting until Seth and Joe got back.”

“Declan accosted me about it as soon as I got back, almost before I got off the sled,” Senator Leland said. “He absolutely insisted on going up there to offer prayers for the soul of the deceased. I tried to talk him out of it, but he threatened to walk up following the snowmobile tracks if I wouldn’t lend him a sled. I finally gave in and asked Mac to take him up and stay there with him.”

Lee sat quietly for a few minutes, sipping coffee, and reviewing everything he had been told. The others waited until he set his cup down and stood. “Joe, before you joined us, your uncle volunteered you to take me up to the scene. Are you willing to do that?”

“Sure, Deputy. Do you need a snowmobile suit and helmet?”

“No, I brought my own. I’ll get into it and meet you behind the house.”

They left the room together. In a few minutes, Lee met Joe behind the house dressed in his snowmobile gear and carrying a small equipment bag. He loaded the bag onto the snowmobile Joe indicated he should use and followed the boy out of the yard.

Lee had done a fair amount of snowmobiling during his years in Twin Rivers. He had originally learned to handle both a snowmobile and an ATV because it was useful. He and the other deputies occasionally had to use those vehicles to hunt for someone lost in the wilderness. Although not considering himself an outdoorsman, Lee had come to enjoy being out on a snowmobile  or ATV for recreation. As he rode, he appreciated the crisp air and new snow. The only place the snow showed any disturbance was on the path they were following. Otherwise, it lay in pristine drifts and eddies under and around the snow-clad trees and bushes, and against the occasional dead log or small boulder.

After what seemed like a very short time, they rode around a slight curve and Lee saw a snowmobile parked at the side of the trail. Joe parked behind it. Pulling his own machine to a stop nearby, Lee noted footprints leading into a small clearing in the trees. From the trail, Lee could see a boyish figure sitting on a log off to one side and a man kneeling eight or ten feet to his left.

Mac turned his head when he heard the snowmobiles. Mac had dark hair sticking out from under a stocking cap, slightly soft, boyish features, and a pudgy body. Joe waved for him to come over to them.

Joe introduced Lee and added, “The deputy has come to take care of the skeleton.”

Lee addressed Mac, “Joe told me how you two found the skeleton, Mac. I’ll want to hear your version of it, too, but I’d like to get a look at the shed and skeleton first. How about if you show me the best way to get over there without disturbing anything, and introduce me to Bishop Cavanaugh?”

“Sure, Deputy. The easiest way is to follow our tracks,” he said starting off. “I think there used to be a path through here. There’s less underbrush this way. It’s easier to see in the summer.”

Mac led the way with Lee, carrying his equipment bag, behind him and Joe bringing up the rear. At their approach, the kneeling figure rose and Lee saw a strongly build man of medium height with a reddish hued, freckled face framed by a knit stocking cap. He wore a priest’s stole around his neck, its color contrasting sharply with his black snowmobile suit. Turning toward them, he tucked a rosary into his pocket and pulled a glove onto his right hand.

“Father, this is Deputy Lee. He’s come to take care of the ske.., I mean, the person in the shed,” Mac introduced as they stopped before the priest.

“Deputy, this is Bishop Cavanaugh.”

“Please call me Father or Declan, Deputy,” the priest said as the two men shook hands. “I suppose you’re wondering why I came out here.”

“Senator Leland told me you came to offer prayers for the soul of the dead person. Isn’t it a little out of the ordinary for a priest, especially a bishop, to go to this length to offer prayers for someone who’s been dead as long as this poor person obviously has?”

“It isn’t out of the ordinary for me,” Bishop Cavanaugh said. “Deputy, I’m responsible for the running of a large, wealthy and important diocese, but I think of myself as simply a humble parish priest. I began my priesthood in a poor parish. My parishioners were good, hard-working people with a strong faith in God. They came to me for spiritual guidance and whatever practical help I could give them. I tried then, and continue to try, to live by the advice of St. Francis of Assisi who said, “First do what is necessary, then do what is possible, and before long you will find yourself doing the impossible”. When I heard about the boys finding this poor soul’s remains, I felt that it was necessary and possible to come and be there for him or her.”

“All right, Father. I can appreciate you viewpoint. I’m going to ask you to go back to the house with the boys in a little while. In the meantime, if you would wait with them by the snowmobiles, I’d appreciate it.”

Father Cavanaugh nodded and walked past Lee toward the snowmobiles followed by the boys. Lee moved to the place where the priest had been kneeling and turned his attention to the collapsed shed. He removed a small, high-quality camera from his equipment bag. He took several pictures of the shed and what he could see of the skeletal remains inside without going closer. After several minutes, he turned and called for Mac to come over.

“Mac, why don’t you give me a quick rundown on how you and Joe found the skeleton? After you finish, you, Joe and Father Cavanaugh can go back to the house.”

“Okay, Deputy. I’d like to get back to the house. I’m getting hungry and a little cold. Well, Joe and I left the house for a snowmobile ride this morning. Uncle Seth has trails laid out. We took the number three trail which goes in a big circle. Everything was normal until we came around those trees,” he said pointing to a clump of aspen trees about ten yards away. “When we came around the trees, we could see the shed was gone. We came up and stopped. We don’t usually get off the trail when we’re riding alone because Uncle Seth doesn’t like us to. But we were curious about what had happened to the shed, so we stopped and walked over to have a look.”

After giving the same account of the scene Lee had heard from Joe, he continued, “It kind of weirded us out. We decided we’d better go tell Uncle Seth, so we headed back to the house.

After we told him, Uncle Seth came out here with Joe while I stayed at the house. After I told Mom and Father Declan about it, Father Declan said he wanted to come out here. When Uncle Seth and Joe got back, he and Uncle Seth kind of argued about it, and finally Uncle Seth gave in and had me bring him out.”

“Did Father Declan ride behind you on the sled? I only saw one when Joe and I arrived.”

“Yes. Father Declan isn’t very good at handling a snowmobile, so I brought him out on mine.”

“All right, Mac. Thank you. You, Joe, and Father Cavanaugh can go back to the house now. Tell the senator I’m calling the medical examiner. Someone will come out from their office to help me bring the remains in. I’d appreciate any help the senator could give them to get out here.”

“Sure, Deputy,” Mac said turning. He walked quickly toward the trail. A few minutes later Lee heard the snowmobiles roar to life and move away.

Alone, Lee pulled out his cell phone and punched in a number.

“Steelhead County medical examiner’s office. Jill speaking. How may I help you?”

“Jill, this is Duane Lee. I’m out at Senator Leland’s place on the South Face. There’s an old skeleton out here that needs to be brought in. Can your office send someone to help collect and transport it?”
   “Sure, Lee. I’ll send Jim. He’s up in your area anyway. The storm stranded him in Crystal Creek. It may take him a while to get there.”

“Thanks, Jill. I’ll wait for him. Tell him if he goes through Twin Rivers the plows have opened the Dower Road and the access road to Senator Leland’s place. He’ll have to get to the site on a snowmobile from Senator Leland’s yard. They can give him directions at the house.”

“Okay, Lee. I’ll pass it on.”

Pocketing his cell phone, Lee started a slow walk around the collapsed shed, stopping periodically to take another photo of the shed and its contents. When he had finished, he put the camera back in the equipment bag. Extracting a sketch pad and several pencils, he again walked slowly around the shed stopping a number of times to make sketches. Although somewhat short on artistic quality, the drawings were sufficient to show the location and orientation of the debris, the partially collapsed trunk, and the observable portions of the skeleton. Lee added annotations to indicate the compass points and, using a steel tape measure also pulled from the equipment bag, general measurements of the site.

When Jim, the chief investigator from the medical examiner’s office pulled up on a heavy-duty snowmobile pulling a sled, Lee was sitting on a log with a faraway expression on his face, making cat’s cradles with a length of tough cord. Jim, knowing him well, recognized Lee’s thinking mode.

Lee rose from the log, rolled up the cord, put it in his pocket and met Jim at the edge of the clearing. Jim was a lanky individual who appeared to be composed entirely of angles, with a face of darkly tanned skin stretched over sharp bones, which sported a perpetual scowl. The scowl deepened as he looked at the footprints Lee had left in the snow from his walks around the site.

“You know I don’t like anyone interfering with a crime scene, Lee,” he growled, gesturing at the tracks.”

“I don’t think it’s actually a crime scene, Jim. It’s more a body dump, and an old one at that.”

“Doesn’t matter, you still shouldn’t be messing with things. There could still be evidence in the debris.”

“I didn’t touch anything,” returned Lee, with a jerk of his head toward the pristine snow next to the shed. “I didn’t go within ten feet of it. It’ll be a long shot if we find any usable evidence at all.”

“I suppose you took pictures and did some sketches.” Jim got out his own camera and took his own pictures of the scene from multiple angles.

“Right,” Jim said after taking a dozen photographs. “Help me get the sled unloaded, will you? We’ll have a look and see about collecting whatever we can.”

“You’re not thinking of taking the entire shed back, are you? Lee asked, as he and Jim started to unload containers of various sizes from the sled.

“I don’t think there would be any point in it. We’ll need the lock and hasp, the door handle, and the wood from around it if we can identify it, as well as the trunk. I think we’ll try to move that intact, without disturbing the remains. Doc likes to see remains in situ as much as possible. You know how he is.”

Lee and Jim worked for several hours, pausing to set up portable lights as the afternoon waned and the light diminished. Their first task was to remove the fallen branch from the remains of the shed. Together they lifted one end of the branch and shifted it aside. Working from the outside in, they collected pieces of debris. Everything was measured and photographed before being placed carefully into containers and labelled. When they had collected everything else they wanted, the two men stood regarding the trunk and its occupant.

“I can’t tell whether the victim was male or female, from what I can see,” Jim stated. “I’d say whoever it is has been here for a minimum of ten years, or rather, the person has been
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