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Chapter 1 – Dusty Who?
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Meet Jackson ‘Dusty’ Buck. Although you may not know him, you’ve met others like him here and there. And wished you hadn’t. 

He’s the tall, skinny, arrogant tobacco spitting insufferable jerk that nobody likes. The problem is... he knows his business as a cowpoke and does it exceptionally well. He does it well enough that ranchers put up with his obnoxious behavior and pay him more than other wranglers to work for them. The other cowhands can’t stand him. There’s nothing they wouldn’t do to get rid of him—except murder... so far.

Dusty is a crackerjack money manager as well. He’s owned his own spread near Dry Creek for decades, but continues to hire out for the additional cash. His place is spiffy. He takes good care of his herds and flocks. 

The little house? Picture perfect. Himself? A typical cowpoke who hasn’t seen a bathtub, a toothbrush, or a new hat in a month of Sundays. He lives alone... except for his cow dog, Dusty II and a cat named Cat. Dusty Too goes with him everywhere. Period. The cat named Cat is on rodent patrol 24/7... inside and out. He has his own door.

One payday, the cowboys stayed in rather than going to town. They invited Dusty and a select few town fathers to an all-night poker game. They also invited a visiting cardsharp. Dusty accepted the invitation with his usual arrogance. “Sure, I’ll take your money. Bring lots. I need to buy myself a new hat and boots.”

In the beginning, Dusty couldn’t lose a hand if he tried. His confidence multiplied. When he started making sounds about taking his winnings and going home, the winning streak turned. He lost hand after hand. Until he was flat broke. Then, he realized the deck had been marked. The new player was a supposed cowhand he’d never seen before. 

He remembered the fella was mostly silent and watching. He had a true poker face. No emotion shows, no matter what.

Dusty hopped up, dumping the table and all the winnings onto the floor. Cowboys backed away fast. “You cheated me! You’re a card shark! Give me back my money! All of it!”

The shark splayed his hands, palms up. “You lost, fella. That’s your problem, not mine. That’s why it’s called gambling.”

Dusty hiked up his britches. “You won’t get away with this! Come on, Dusty Too.” He stomped out the bunkhouse door. Slamming it hard enough behind him to shake the rafters.

[image: Pacing roadrunner to show time passing.]

Someone found the card shark's body on the edge of town by morning. A lariat rope twisted around his neck. It was not a pretty sight. His pockets were empty of cash. His boots and Stetson hat were missing.

Dusty was in jail before noon, awaiting trial and insisting he is innocent. The evidence? It was a stack:

	The lariat rope was missing from his saddle.

	Cash stuffed his saddlebags.

	They found the boots and Stetson in his closet.

	No alibi after leaving the game other than his dog, Dusty Too.


The players each testified at the inquest of Dusty’s ultimate words, “You won’t get away with this!”

It would be a slam-dunk for the prosecuting attorney. Dusty knew it.

When the prosecutor offered him a deal of pleading guilty for a 15-year sentence as opposed to a jury trial that would hang him for sure, Dusty took it. 

He arranged with his attorney, his only friend in Dry Creek, Adam Clarke, III–to pay his property taxes, feed the cat, and keep his ranch in pristine condition so he would have a place to come home to. Adam Clarke, III, also adopted Dusty Too. 

[image: Pacing roadrunner to show time passing.]

Here we are, 15-years later. Dusty is out of prison. Dusty Too didn’t make it, but his pup, Rusty, was glad to be Dusty’s sidekick. 

The old cowpoke was even ornerier than before. He started again... building up his ranch and hiring himself out for extra cash. Cat was still on patrol and glad to see Dusty. He’d taken in a stray; he was teaching her the art of rodent patrol. 

The ranchers were thrilled to have him. With one caveat... Dusty is vocal about getting even with the cowhands and certain town fathers. 

Now, cowpokes and town fathers are dropping like flies. All strangled with a lariat rope. And again, circumstantial evidence is piling up against Dusty. He says he is innocent. He has no alibi beyond the animals and birds he lives with.

The sheriff and prosecutor question the evidence this time. Dusty has demonstrated his smarts, not his stupidity. He’s survived for 15-years in prison with no marks on his record. The warden was glad to see him go, but not because he was a problem prisoner. He was so full of himself that the other inmates couldn't stand him. They were always grumbling. 

It didn’t make sense that Dusty would put himself back into prison when he was just getting his life together again. 

But when the mayor turned up strangled, the townspeople got pushy. 

Dusty was once again locked up in jail. But this time it was for his own protection while the investigation was going on. Rusty could join him in jail.

With Dusty locked up, the murders stopped. The sheriff put it off as long as they could. They charged Dusty and set the inquest date.

Two days before the appointed time of the inquest, Madeline Mahoney, attorney, friend of Sally Forester-Newton and Rodney Mankin, Fur & Feather Whisperer, was passing through town–she thought. But her prized 71 Chevy pickup had been misbehaving all morning. 

She stopped in Dry Creek at the only mechanic in town to give her truck a once-over. He said it was the fuel pump, but it will take several days to get a new one. 

She dropped her old Aristocrat trailer at the local RV park and looked for a way to entertain herself while she was a captive audience.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Dry Creek is...


[image: ]


The sun hung low over the horizon, casting long shadows across the dusty main street of Dry Creek, a town so small and stubborn it seemed to have slipped through the cracks of time. The street was a patchwork of gravel and faded asphalt, pocked with potholes that had never seen a repair crew. On either side, squat buildings leaned into the wind like old men with stories to tell—wooden facades with peeling paint, hand-painted signs, and screen doors that creaked like they were trying to speak.

Outside the general store, a pair of horses stood tied to a rusted hitching rail, their reins looped around the wooden bar like it was still 1890. One was a chestnut mare with a white blaze down her nose; the other was a shaggy palomino that snorted at passing traffic. Just beyond them, a battered Ford F-150 rumbled by, its muffler dragging like a tin can on a wedding car. The driver, a leathery man in a straw hat, gave the horses a nod as if they were fellow citizens.

Across the street, the Dry Creek Café buzzed with the low hum of conversation and the clink of ceramic mugs. Inside, cracked vinyl upholstered booths and sepia-toned photographs of cattle drives and rodeos long gone decorated the walls. A ceiling fan spun lazily overhead, doing little to stir the warm air. The scent of bacon grease and strong coffee hung thick, as if it had seeped into the wood over decades.

At the counter sat Deputy Sheriff Maynard, a slight man–picture Barney Fife—whose badge had seen more dust than action. He sipped his coffee with the slow deliberation of someone who had nowhere else to be. His boots were scuffed, his jeans faded, and his belt buckle gleamed with the kind of pride only a small-town lawman could wear. Next to him, old Mrs. Tilley was recounting the time a tornado touched down in ’78 and took half the chicken coop but left the rooster standing proud.

Outside, a group of teenagers loitered near the feed store, their pickup trucks parked in a crooked line like a row of sleeping dogs. One boy leaned against the tailgate, strumming a guitar, while another tossed pebbles at a rusted soda machine that hadn’t worked since the Clinton administration. They wore ball caps and boots, but their phones buzzed in their pockets, pulling them toward a world that Dry Creek had no intention of joining.

Down the block, the post office doubled as a gossip hub. Miss Clara, the postmistress, sorted mail with the efficiency of a drill sergeant and the discretion of a confessional priest. She knew who was late on their bills, who was getting letters from prison, and who had ordered something suspiciously shaped from an online catalog. Her sorting table was flanked by a bulletin board covered in faded flyers: lost dogs, church potlucks, and a notice about the upcoming barn dance that hadn’t changed in format since 1962.

The town’s lone gas station sat at the edge of the street, its pumps ancient and its signage sun-bleached. Inside, the clerk—a wiry kid named Jesse—sold everything from motor oil to chewing tobacco. A bell jingled as a man walked in wearing spurs that clinked with every step. He bought a bottle of RC Cola and a pack of Marlboros, then tipped his hat and walked back out to his horse, tied up next to a Dodge Ram.

Dry Creek had one traffic light, and it blinked yellow all day, every day. No one remembered when it had last worked, and no one seemed to care. Folks knew when to stop and when to go, guided more by habit than regulation. The town’s rhythm was slow, deliberate, like a two-step danced on a sawdust floor.

At the far end of town stood the old livery stable, now half-converted into a mechanic’s shop. Inside, Hank Delaney worked on a tractor engine while his son welded horseshoes in the back. The place smelled of oil and hay, and the walls were lined with tools that spanned a century. A radio played country music from a station that barely reached the valley, its signal crackling like a fire.

The church bell rang at noon, not because it was Sunday, but because old Reverend Boone liked the sound. He’d been ringing it every day for forty years, and no one had the heart to tell him it wasn’t necessary. The bell echoed across the hills, bouncing off the buttes and stirring the cattle in the fields.

Dry Creek was a place where time didn’t march—it moseyed. The town had Wi-Fi, technically, but most folks preferred the CB radio or a good old-fashioned landline. The library still used a card catalog, and the schoolhouse had chalkboards that had seen generations of dusty arithmetic. Progress advanced slowly, like a spring thaw, and people viewed it with suspicion.

Yet for all its quirks, Dry Creek held a kind of magic. It was a place where people waved from their porches, where kids learned to ride before they could drive, and where the past wasn’t just remembered—it was lived. The hitching rails weren’t relics; they were reminders. The horses weren’t novelties; they were neighbors.

As the sun dipped behind the hills, casting the town in a golden glow, the café’s neon sign flickered to life. Deputy Maynard stepped outside, stretched, and tipped his hat to the horizon. A breeze stirred the dust, and somewhere, a harmonica played.

Dry Creek might’ve been behind the times, but it was exactly where it wanted to be.
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Chapter 3 – Madeline’s Prowl
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The townspeople were all atwitter about Dusty, the strangler who is, they say, taking his revenge by murdering all those who testified against him at his first inquest.  

As if the town of Dry Creek wasn’t a curiosity in itself, this world’s dumbest criminal justice in action was impossible not to poke around in.

She settled Teague (Rodney’s mankin brother) into Jeeves (his wheelchair) and took a hike through town. Teague grabs people’s attention. He looks like a life-size man-doll. But they stop in their tracks and listen when he talks.

While Teague’s brother, Rodney, has an electric wheelchair with AI installed, Teague rolls around in a manual wheelchair with Madeline pushing. He’s a very proper Scotsman, as any companion of Madeline, a masterful attorney, should be. 

“Where are we off to, Mathair?” he asked.

Madeline flipped her flaming red hair over her shoulders. “We’re seeing this blip of a town and occupying ourselves, Teague. It will take a few days to get our truck repaired.”

“Very good. Why are all those people gathered at the sheriff’s office?”

Madeline smiled. “I don’t know. Let’s go find out. Listen and record, Teague. We may need it later. You know how people find us when they need us.”

Teague tittered. “That is correct, Mathair. Do you suppose that is why we broke down here? Someone needs our services?”

“You can’t tell a speck about it, Teague. Stranger things have happened. This town is amazing. It’s as if we were zapped back at least a hundred years in time; except for the farm trucks on the street. It will blow me away if court is being held in the saloon.” She stopped at the base of the steps.

“There’s no ramp. I’ll park you here while I go snoop inside. Shout out if somebody snags you.” 

With her business card in hand, Madeline patted her hair, smoothed her lightweight cotton travel skirt made especially for big and beautiful women, and barged into the sheriff’s office like she was late for her appointment. With the day almost over, maybe she is...

But first she reeled back from the inside view:

Inside the sheriff’s office—a squat, timber-framed building with a warped porch and a rusted horseshoe nailed above the door—through an open door she saw two iron-barred cells, separated by a narrow aisle barely wide enough for a man to pass through sideways.

The air was thick with the smell of old sweat, tobacco, and the faint tang of rust. A single oil lamp flickered on a hook between the cells, casting long, jittery shadows across the rough-hewn walls. The flame danced like a nervous witness, illuminating the faces of the man locked inside.

She pulled herself back into her professional persona.

“Hi there. Sorry, I’m late. My truck was bellyachin’ on the way into town.” She handed her card to the one wearing a badge. “How can I help?”

The sheriff blinked, tilted his head and said, “Excuse me?” His voice was gravelly. His paunch poked out enough to use as a TV tray. “Did we have an appointment?”

Madeline flipped her hair back. “I got a message that a prisoner needs a crackerjack attorney. That’s what I am.” She looked all around. “Where’s my client? I need to speak to him... is it a him or her? Something about repeating previous actions or something... I don’t have the complete story yet.”

The tall, impeccably dressed man spoke. “I am Mr. Buck’s attorney. Who told you he needed an attorney?”

Madeline shrugged. “My phone service was in and out like a yo-yo. Do you have another prisoner in need of an attorney? I came all this way. But I don’t want to step on anybody’s toes...”

Adam Clarke III grinned and spoke in his well-practiced John Wayne imitation. “Well, little lady, I would hate for any crackerjack attorney to have wasted her time. Perhaps we can work together for Mr. Buck. It is a very puzzling case.”

Madeline grinned. “Is it now? That must be why I’m here. Tell me more, but let me get my mankin in off the street. I would hate for someone to abscond with him. And so would he.” She walked to the door, turned Teague around, “I got you, Teague. Hang on.” And pulled him up the steps backwards. She parked him so he could see and hear everything, but be out of the way.

All three men’s eyes popped. Adam Clarke, III, broke the silence. “What did you call him? Your mankin?” he chuckled and pointed at her. “You tell me more first.”

Madeline laughed. “I know. He looks weird. But he’s my companion and assistant. He has artificial intelligence. He records everything so I don’t misunderstand anything.” She turned to Teague. 

“Teague, this is... I’m sorry, I didn’t get any of your names. Please introduce yourselves.”

Adam Clark, III, stuck out his hand. “I’m Adam Clarke, the third, attorney at law.”

“I’m sorry. He has no muscles with which to shake hands with you. You’ll have to dive right in there and grab his hand.”

Adam grabbed Teague’s gloved hand and shook. “I’m glad to meet you.”

Teague blinked and said, “I am glad to meet you, too, sir.”

The sheriff stepped up and grabbed Teague’s hand. “I’m Sheriff Burt Langley.” He stepped back, staring at Teague.

The third man stepped forward. “I’m John McKinley, the Prosecuting Attorney for Dry Creek. And we have a plethora of work to do before the inquest tomorrow.”

Adam cleared his throat. “I will take Ms. Mahoney and her assistant back to meet our client while you put together a packet of information to bring her up to speed on your end.”

Madeline followed Adam Clarke III through a wooden door
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