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Chapter One: Lawlessness in Town
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It’s not the sort of thing that Saddleback Ridge has dealt with in recent memory. As the new sheriff here, I honestly didn’t think I would have to confront such a hostile attack on our community. However hopeful I was that we would live happily ever after as a quiet town in western Texas, this seems not to be the case.

“What happened?” I ask Michael York, the owner of the shop that has been burned down.

“Men came,” he tells me in a broken voice. The middle-aged man tries to hold back tears, but the effort is strained.

“What did they do?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “They took things and then ruffed up one of my guys before taking off. It happened just before sunrise and I think Ms. Standridge saw them.” Michael clenches his fists. “I’ll kill them if I find them.”

“You’ll let me take care of this, alright? We’ll find the men responsible and deal with them accordingly.” Looking just to my left I see Teresa Standridge, the young lady who rents a room just above the shop. She’s lost her home now as a result of this terrible crime and I want to speak to her before she leaves for Davenport where her family lives.

“It was awful,” she tells me as she sees me approach. “They were so terrible. So hateful.” Teresa wipes tears from her eyes. “Why would anyone want to burn it down? Why not just take the things they want and leave us in peace? They took my home, Sheriff!” 

I feel terrible for the young woman. Her parents died last year in a terrible accident when their buckboard slid off the side of a canyon road during a thunderstorm. At just nineteen years old, it seemed that things would become much worse for Teresa as she didn’t have any prospects for marriage or a profession of her own. To his credit, Michael York offered to give her a room above his shop in exchange for her help with his shop. She was paid as well, probably more than he needed to pay her since he was giving her free housing, but Michael is a kindhearted man who felt a fatherfly desire to help her after his friend, her true father, died.

“Did you get a look at them? How many were there?”

Teresa sniffles and replies, “Six or seven of them, I think. It was still a little dark as the sun wasn’t quite up just yet. They are all wearing masks and dark clothing, too.”

“I see.” I turn and look at the smoking ruins of the shop. “Anything else about them that could be helpful in finding them?”

“I don’t know. They were all pretty tall and they had pistols on their hips. The lead guy was really tall and he had a funny accent.”

“Funny?” I say with keen interest. “How so?”

She takes a long, deep breath to steady herself while dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. “I don’t know. Maybe something European. I’ve not really had much experience hearing those accents, though. I can’t be sure where he might be from.”

“But not a Texas or an American accent?” I press her.

“No. I don’t think so.” Teresa begins to cry again. “What will I do? There’s nowhere for me to go now.”

Michael walks over to her and embraces the young woman. “You’ll come stay with Elizabeth and me at our home. We have room there and you’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” This causes the young woman to cry even harder as she squeezes the man against her. I nearly cry as I watch them, turning away so that I can wipe away a stray tear as well. Then I walk back to the burned building.

“What do you think, Archie?” I ask. “What did they get?”

“Ammunition and some other things, it appears,” he answers me.

“Ammunition? Are you certain?”

He nods. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure of that. Mr. York told me that he had lots of boxes of rounds, maybe a thousand, that would have gone off had they still been inside when the fire broke out. There wasn’t a single pop while we fought off the fire.”

Archie Pinard is not only my deputy, but he’s also the chief of Saddleback Ridge’s fire brigade. A man around my age in his early thirties, I’ve found him to be dependable and very qualified to serve as my only deputy in the sheriff’s office. Before I asked him to take on the job, he was the fire brigade chief for five years already. I knew that a man who understood service to the people of our town would be the best candidate for deputy sheriff.

“That’s probably a good thing,” I tell him. “My guess is that Miss Teresa wouldn’t have gotten out so easily if the ammunition had exploded.”

“My thoughts as well,” he agrees. He turns his blond head toward the smoldering ruins and adds, “Whoever did this knew exactly what they were going after. They were in and out in just over five minutes without being confronted by anyone except the kid who was sleeping in the shop.”

“Allen Forrester,” I say.

“Yeah. Mr. York’s helper. The boy’s sixteen and has a wound in his arm from an apparent shot from one of the men who did this. He was lucky to escape with his life.”

“Thankfully.” 

I’ve known Michael York since Lila and I first moved to Saddleback Ridge a few years ago and he’s always had a soft spot for the younger people who need employment or a place to stay. Even so, it wasn’t a good idea to have Allen Forrester watching his shop by sleeping in a cot just inside. 

“It’s pretty much out. Maybe an hour or two to cool,” one of the townsmen who are on the fire brigade says as he walks up to us. “I don’t think we have to worry about it re-igniting.”

“Good. Have the men gather everything up and we’ll get back to the barn. We’ll need to collect more water for the barrels soon.”

“Yes, sir.” The man leaves and Archie turns back to me. “We have to find these guys, William. They can’t be allowed to get away with this.”

“I agree. Miss Teresa told me one of the men had a thick European accent. She wasn’t sure what sort of accent other than that, but it gives us something to go by.”

“She didn’t know them?” 

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Out of town, then,” Archie deduces with a nod. “That makes things a little tougher.” 

“Maybe. We’ll have to see.” A hand touches my shoulder and I turn to see who’s there. “Lila? What are you doing here?” 

“I heard what happened and had to come,” she tells me with concern on her face. “Oh, Will, this is terrible! Poor Mr. York!”

“It’s bad,” I agree. 

“I’m going to help the men wrap it all up. Let me know what you want to do, Sheriff. I’m at your service.”

“Thank you, Archie. We’ll talk later.” After he walks away, I turn back to my wife. “Lila
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