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  Chapter 1


All Charlie Harlow ever wanted when he was a kid was to be a sheriff, going back to the morning Sheriff Kenneth Warren arrested Charlie’s father for throwing a lawn mower through the front window of his neighbor’s double-wide. 
Charlie knew, even back then, his father had spent most of his life on the wrong side of the law—the lawn mower toss the least of his father’s wrongdoings—and Charlie knew which side of it he wanted to be on when he grew up.
He walked behind Deputy Ted Moore from the Buncombe County Sheriff’s Office, thinking about his father for the first time in a long time. The two, with another young deputy behind them, walked in a line toward the rust-stained mobile home. An old Buick Regal was parked in the patch of dirt by the front door. Charlie glanced back at the young deputy behind him—he wasn’t sure of his name—and stepped around Ted. He stopped before the cinder blocks stacked like steps in front of the dented aluminum door with the torn screen.
Charlie flipped the snap on his holster. He didn’t remove his gun, kept his hand close enough to it he’d be ready if he needed it. He tilted his head and turned a bit to the side with his good ear toward the door so he could listen. 
He was certain there was someone in there.
He opened the screen door and knocked with the back of his knuckles against the wooden exterior door. After a good fifteen seconds or so, he knocked again, a little harder this time. “This is Charlie Harlow, United States Marshals Service.” He glanced back at Ted, had a feeling whoever was on the other side wasn’t going to open the door. He knocked again. “Gunner King? You in there? We need you to step outside. We have a warrant for your arrest.” Charlie wiggled the door knob, but the door was locked. He backed down the cinder-block steps and looked down at Ted’s big boots. “Your turn,” he said with a grin.
Ted pushed his arms out wide, gesturing for Charlie and the young deputy behind him to clear some space. He lifted his leg out in front of him, drove his black boot into the wooden interior door and knocked it clean off the hinges into the home.
A flash of light and gunshot exploded from within the dark shadows inside. 
Charlie had already had his gun pulled but slipped it back in his holster to catch Ted stumbling back off the cinder-block step. Ted was heavy, and Charlie eased him down to the dirt and saw the blood coming from Ted’s chest. He crouched over Ted and yelled at the young deputy behind him, “Call for help!” 
The deputy stood frozen, watching, his mouth wide open. 
Charlie raised his voice a little more. “Go on, deputy! Teddy needs help!” He checked Ted's pulse.
He was dead.
Charlie looked up at the young deputy, who hadn't moved. “Jesus Christ, deputy. Call for help!” Charlie left Ted and into the mobile home filled with thick smoke, the smell of burnt bacon coming from a smoking pan on the stove. He hurried through the kitchen and out the wide-open back door, jumped down the steps and saw the thin shirtless man running like a deer along the dusty path between the trailer homes on either side for as far as Charlie could see. 
It was Gunner King, all right.
Charlie heard the cry from the young deputy screaming for help into his two-way like he’d forgotten how to talk. 
“Stop right there, Gunner!” Charlie yelled, knowing there was no chance he’d ever catch him. He glanced through the doorway and into the home for a split second, ducking when a shot was fired from somewhere outside, the bullet blowing off bits of vinyl siding a few inches from his head. 
But Gunner wasn’t stopping.  
Charlie raised his Glock with both hands and fired a shot, watching Gunner's feet get tangled beneath him before he dropped to the dirt. He waited to see if he'd move—he didn't—then hurried through the home and back out front to where the deputy was kneeling over Ted’s body. 
Charlie said a quick prayer to himself and rested his hand on the deputy’s shoulder when he heard the young man choking back tears. “Do me a favor. Why don’t you go back there, about seventy-five, maybe a hundred yards or so between those homes, make sure Gunner's all right or hasn’t taken off. I don’t expect he has, but if you can go back there, make sure...”

      [image: ]The red fire truck pulled up to the front of the mobile home and parked behind Charlie’s car, the EMT vehicle showing up a moment later, stopping a few feet from Ted's body even though it was too late.
Three Buncombe Sheriff’s vehicles pulled up, dust kicking up from under the tires, lights flashing.
Charlie glanced one more time at Ted’s body and continued toward his black Crown Victoria. He opened the driver’s-side door and stood with one elbow resting on the hot roof, the other on top of the open door, staring away from the scene.
He looked back over his shoulder at Ted’s body being covered with the white sheet and fought back whatever emotion was about to slip out of him. 
A voice called out from somewhere behind the fire truck and the other vehicles. “Charlie?”
He turned and spotted Deputy U.S. Marshal Kim Riggins walking toward him.
She said, “This isn’t good, Charlie.”
“I’m not sure many people would say it is,” he said.
Kim Riggins stood in front of him and removed her sunglasses. “Why didn’t you wait for me?”
Charlie looked down at the ground, his hands on his hips, and gave her a look like he didn't like the way she was coming across.
"I'm sorry," she said. "But you know Frank's going to want to know why you—"
“I was just thinking,” he said, “how you were going to show up and the first words out of your mouth would be, ‘I told you so.’” 
Kim didn't respond.
Charlie removed his worn, dirty U.S. Marshals Service baseball cap and scratched his head, looking around at the other law enforcement officials and medical personnel with little to do when the victim’s already deceased, more neighbors outside now, watching like it was some kind of show. 
He glanced at the five firemen leaned up against the front of their truck. One of them, smiling in a way, made Charlie want to walk over and knock the look right off his face.
He turned back to Kim. “I came here with two deputies, the way I woulda done it whether you were with me or not.”
She stared back at him, taking a moment. “One of ’em’s dead, Charlie.”
He was trying to keep his cool, knowing Kim wasn’t the only one who’d think he screwed up. He knew she meant nothing by what she was saying, only wanting to do whatever she could to keep Charlie from getting himself in trouble. 
And they were close enough—they’d worked side-by-side for five years—she wasn’t ever afraid to tell him what was on her mind. 
He liked that about her.
“You think I don’t regret what happened?” He looked away. "Got Gunner King in custody, back of the rescue vehicle.” He turned from her when someone called his name.
Deputy James Butler walked toward him like he had something to say. 
Charlie pointed with his thumb toward Kim. “You remember Deputy Kim Riggins?”
James gave her a nod but clearly had something more important he needed to say. “Charlie, uh, Gunner King is… He's dead.”
Charlie looked at Kim, already looking back at him with her eyes wide, then shifted his gaze back to Deputy Butler. “But I… I got him in the shoulder,” he said. “You sure?”
The deputy nodded. “I know you'd said he shot at you first. But, well… We didn't find a weapon.”
Charlie turned his good ear to James. “Come again?”
“There’s no gun, Charlie. We haven’t found the weapon used to shoot Deputy Moore.”
Charlie rubbed the back of his neck and squinted his eyes, looking toward the sun. “You’re trying to tell me, between the front door of that kitchen where that shotgun was fired, to the spot down there less than a hundred yards away from the back door… I know it was a shotgun. I saw it. You're telling me it just disappeared?”
Deputy Butler said, “A couple witnesses have said they saw a man running out of the woods, by Hopkins Road." 
Charlie moved his hand to the side of his face and thought about it. He hadn’t really seen where the shot at him was fired from, and had only assumed it was Gunner. “I was out that back door within four or five seconds. I would’ve seen if there was someone else running away.” He scratched the back of his head and looked at Kim. “Gunner’s got a brother.”
Kim nodded. “Hunter.” 
Charlie said to the deputy. “You familiar with Hunter King?”
Deputy Butler said, “As far as I know, he hasn't lived around here in at least a couple years.”






  
  Chapter 2


Chief Deputy Frank Carter didn’t look up when Charlie walked into his office. He just sat there, sipping his coffee as if Charlie wasn’t there, reading whatever was inside the manila folder he had in front of him. It must’ve been at least a minute or two, or at least felt that way, before Frank—still not looking up—wagged his finger for Charlie to close the door. “Have a seat,” he said, then pulled his reading glasses from his face and placed them on the desk. 
Charlie gently closed the door and stood there, waiting. He cleared his throat.
Frank finally raised his gaze from the documents on his desk to Charlie. “Did it ever cross your mind there might’ve been a second suspect?”
Charlie sat down in one of two cracked leather chairs across from Frank. He ran his hands over his face, thinking about Ted. He hated the feeling—how he’d let his friend down. “Of course it did, Frank. Who do you think we’ve been doing all afternoon? Between me and Kim, and I’d say at least a dozen deputies from the sheriff’s office, we knocked on every door—over seventy-five mobile homes in that park, and—”
“I’m not asking if you looked for him after the fact, Charlie. You don’t think I know that?” Frank squinted his eyes and leaned forward, his elbows down on the desk. He folded his hands together, held them up under his chin. He looked down at the paper and picked it up, reading it over. “You shot Gunner King dead. Yet we have no way of knowing he’s the man who pulled that trigger. And if we can’t confirm he’s the man who killed Teddy, then—”
“Come on, Frank. You think I’m making up a story here? That he fired at me? Only missed me by a few inches. What was I really supposed to do? Run and hide?” He held his gaze on Frank.
“Gunner didn’t have a gun,” Frank said. “Not when deputies got to him.”
The door opened behind Charlie and he turned to look. 
Deputy Kim Riggins stepped in and sat in the chair to Charlie’s right. 
Frank had his eyes on Kim. “Any luck?” 
Kim shook her head. “According to descriptions provided by witnesses—at least the ones willing to talk—it sure does sound like it was the older brother, Hunter. He must’ve gotten out ahead of Gunner before Charlie got back there, maybe ran in another direction entirely.” She gave Charlie a quick glance from the corner of her eye but held her gaze on Frank. “It doesn’t mean Gunner didn’t pull the trigger.”
Charlie leaned forward on the chair, his elbows on his thighs as he rubbed his face with one hand. He said to Frank, “Don’t you think we oughta be out there right now, looking for Hunter?”
Frank took a deep breath and sighed, cleared his throat as he leaned back in his brown leather chair. He glanced at Kim, then shifted his eyes to Charlie. “You know what I’m scared of right now?” He nodded at the phone on the desk in front of him. “I’m scared that phone’s gonna ring any minute, and Director Lang or, shit, the US Attorney General herself’s gonna be on the other end to give me an earful of—”
“Frank, let’s be honest here,” Charlie said. “Before we get our panties all bunched up. The truth is we went to serve a warrant, and nobody answered the door. So we let ourselves in and next thing you know Ted Moore’s crumpled on the ground, got a hole in his chest. I went after the suspect and did what I had to do to—”
“You shot a man, Charlie. That’s twice in six months. And the question going to be raised is how the hell could you identify the suspect from fifty yards away? Gunner doesn’t look any different than—”
“I’d actually say it was closer to a hundred yards,” Charlie said. He gave Kim a quick look out of the corner of his eye, a slight smirk on his face he knew Frank wouldn’t appreciate.
“Christ, Charlie. You even try to run after him? Or you lick those lips of yours and take aim, like it’s all a goddamn game...”
Charlie leaned back in the chair and put one leg up, his ankle rested across the top of his knee. He picked a small stone from the bottom of his boot and rolled it between his fingers.
Frank raised his voice and said to Charlie, “You think this is a joke?” He turned his eyes toward Kim. “And can you please tell me one more time why you weren’t there? If not to help him, then to at least babysit the man, keep him out of trouble like I’ve asked you to?”
Charlie looked at her, watched her swallow and gather her thoughts. “I was late, sir. Told Deputy Harlow to go ahead without me. I was supposed to meet him there sooner than the time I arrived, but—”
“Now wait a minute,” Charlie said. He straightened out in the chair. “Don’t believe a word she’s telling you.” He shook his head. “She wasn’t late at all. We were early. Me and Teddy and the other deputy, whatever the kid’s name is… agreed it’d be a piece of cake for the three of us.”
Frank stared back at Charlie, his eyelids heavy. “Didn’t turn out to be a piece of cake, now did it.”
Charlie looked to his right, at Kim. “I appreciate you trying to cover my ass, but no sense in both of us being hung out by our drawers for how this went down.”

      [image: ]Charlie sat alone at the dimly lit bar inside the Coyote Grille, a glass of whiskey in his hand resting on the bar. He stared straight ahead, music playing from the jukebox in the background. He looked up and tried to catch what they were saying on the news, his own picture in a superimposed box over the shoulder of the newsman on the screen.
The place brightened up a bit when the door behind him opened and Frank walked in. He sat on the stool to Charlie’s left and held his finger up to the pretty bartender.
She poured a glass of Jack Daniels and placed it down in front of him. “Good afternoon, Frank,” she said.
He nodded. “Thanks, Lindsey.”
Charlie kept his eyes on the TV, shot back what was left in his glass and slid it forward on the bar. “I’ll have one more.” He pointed with his thumb at Frank. “And put his on my tab.”
Charlie and Frank both watched Lindsey grab Charlie’s glass and walk the other way in her skintight blue jeans.
Frank held his glass in front of his mouth. “I’ll do whatever I can to protect you, Charlie. But you’ve gotten yourself a reputation now.”
Lindsey filled Charlie’s glass and slid it in front of Charlie, gave him a look Frank must’ve noticed because he looked back and forth between the two until Charlie turned to him and grinned, sipping his whiskey.
Frank held his gaze for a moment, shaking his head. “Right now,” he said, “we’re going to let the police do their job, do their investigation and follow all the proper channels.”
Charlie turned in his seat, his right elbow up on the bar. “But if Hunter was there with Gunner and there’s a chance he’s the one who killed Ted… and tried to take me out, then wouldn’t I help find him?”
Frank sipped his Jack. “Well, we don’t know if it was Hunter or not. And now some of those witnesses who claimed to’ve seen another man run from the back of that home aren’t so sure what they saw, whether it was Hunter or someone else.”
“Maybe he got to some of them?” Charlie said.
Frank shrugged, sipping his drink. “Maybe.” He looked around the bar, turned back to Charlie. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but if Gunner was alive…”
Charlie kept his gaze on Frank and ran his tongue inside his cheek,  Frank looking straight ahead with the glass held up in front of him. Charlie said, “Well, if Ted Moore’d still been alive…”
Frank cleared his throat and shot back what was left in his glass. “There’ll be an internal review. You know that already. The state bureau’ll be involved, of course.” He pushed his glass forward on the bar. “Lindsey? Just one more.” He turned to Charlie. “You know what that means, don’t you?”
Charlie nodded. “It means you gotta get me another assignment right away before I’m stuck sitting at a desk for the next six months.”
Frank had a manilla folder next to him on his left, picked it up and dropped it on the bar between him and Charlie. “I knew you were going to say that.” 
Lindsey poured another strong shot of Jack Daniels into Frank’s empty glass.
Frank said to Charlie, “You and Kim’ll have to go down to Monroe. You know where that is? Just south of Charlotte?”
Charlie nodded. “Yes, of course I do. What’s it about?” He had the folder opened and skimmed over the papers tucked inside.
“Man’s name is Jack Thornton. Posted bail and disappeared. It’s believed he’s shacked up with his young girlfriend on her family’s farm.”
“What’d he do?”
“White-collar. Stole a lot of money from a lot of people. I don’t believe he’s dangerous, but you never know with some of these guys, the way they’ll fight to the death to hang on to their money.”
Charlie flipped through the pages in the folder. “I’ll study up.” He closed the folder and picked up his drink. “Just me and Kim?”
Frank nodded. “Yes, and she’s the lead on this one.”
Charlie gave Frank a look from the corner of his eye, finished his glass and stood up from the stool. “Take me a half day. You got anything else when I’m done, let me know. You know I don’t like to sit around.”
“Not just yet,” he said. “But don’t worry, there’ll be plenty of paperwork waiting for you when you get back. Someone from the bureau will be coming to interview you. Just be straight with whoever it is shows up… we can hopefully move past this and get back to work.”
Charlie pulled cash from his pocket and threw it up on the bar, giving Lindsey a nod. He turned to Frank, “Doesn’t it matter to anyone an officer of the law’s been shot?”  
Frank kept his gaze straight ahead, his glass up to his mouth. “Maybe if it’d been your first time.”






  
  Chapter 3


Kim was behind the wheel of the black Chevy Tahoe, Charlie in the passenger seat with his foot up on the dash. He had his eyes out the passenger window to his right, neither saying much at all. 
Kim had the radio on, music Charlie wasn’t familiar with and didn’t like very much. She was younger than him by a handful of years and their taste in music didn’t exactly jive.
“I can handle this one alone,” Charlie said. “If you want to just wait in the car, it shouldn’t be much of—”
“Frank does not want you doing anything on your own right now.” She gave him a quick glance from the driver’s seat. “So, no, you’re not even walking to that door by yourself. And you might want to get used to me being stuck to you even more than before. Like Velcro.”
Charlie smiled, kept his eyes on her for a moment, then turned back to the passenger window. He watched the mountains along East I-40, puffy white clouds hanging over them so you couldn’t see the peaks. He picked up the folder between the seats and opened it. Jack Thornton’s picture was attached to the first page with a paperclip. “I hope I look this good when I’m sixty-five,” he said. 
Kim said, “Some of the money he stole from his clients went to plastic surgery.”
Charlie looked up from the folder. “No shit?”
“Didn’t you read the reports?” she said.
“I’m reading right now.”
“The girlfriend has horses, some he allegedly purchased for her. I bet she’s going to be pretty upset when they’re taken away.”
Charlie turned and looked into the back seat over his shoulder. “You sure they’re going to fit back there?”
Kim gave him a look, rolling her eyes. “Trailers’ll be there tomorrow. Got eleven of them.”
Charlie flipped through the papers he hadn’t exactly studied before the trip like he said he would. “She’s twenty-nine?” he said.
“The girlfriend?” Kim nodded and glanced at the photo in Charlie’s hand. “Former Miss Union County.” 
He studied the eight-by-ten photo of the attractive blonde; didn’t look a day over twenty-two. “They’re really buying she didn’t know a thing about what he was up to?” Charlie said.
“Well, she knows now,” Kim said. “But he’s still down there with her on her farm, like the good times’ll just keep rolling for them.”
“So it’s her farm? How’s that?”
“Her family owns it. She grew up in the house. Forty-seven acres.”
“Gotta be worth quite a bit of money,” Charlie said.
Kim still had her eyes ahead on the road, nodding her head.

      [image: ]Charlie had fallen asleep and had just started to wake up, rolling his head against the headrest to watch Kim turn the steering wheel heading off Route 74 and into Monroe.
They drove another two miles and turned when the female voice on the GPS on Kim’s phone told them to.
Charlie straightened up in the passenger seat. “You sure this is it?” 
Kim didn’t answer. They stopped at the faded red mailbox shaped like a barn, with the name Ray painted on the side, the letters chipped and faded.
She turned down the dirt driveway and drove a good hundred yards, stopping behind a silver Audi parked beside a red, new-looking pickup truck.
Charlie removed his hat from his head and brushed his hand over the six-pointed star stitched to the front, placed it down on the console between the seats. He nodded toward the red truck. “I wouldn’t mind a nice pickup like that,” he said. “Although I don’t know how much I like the red.” He cracked a small smile and turned to Kim, a slight tilt to his head. “They say red vehicles get pulled over more. But it’s actually white vehicles that get the most tickets.” He pushed open the door and stepped down onto the dirt.
Kim walked around to him from the other side. She said, “They’ll take the Audi tomorrow when they come for the horses. I didn’t see anything about a red truck being seized.”
Charlie stood behind the Audi and looked it over. “Maybe I’ll save ’em a trip, take it back myself.” He walked ahead of Kim toward the two-story farmhouse with yellow wood siding and black shutters on the windows. He stopped at the bottom of the steps leading to the covered porch. Two rocking chairs were placed on either side of the front door. 
He didn’t see any horses, but thought he heard one of them neigh.
He walked up the steps ahead of Kim and onto the porch, turned and glanced back at her and took a good look around at all the open land and the tall grass in the field. The property was surrounded by woods and lots of pine trees. 
He stood in front of the door, pushed his hair from his forehead, and glanced one more time over his shoulder at Kim. “You want to go around back?”
She nodded, stepped off the porch and along the grass in front of the house. Her hand was on her Glock 40 but she kept it holstered.
Charlie waited until she turned the corner and gave her a few more seconds to get into position. He knocked on the white wooden frame of the screen door, turned his good ear to the house to listen. But it was quiet. Too quiet. He looked at his watch and gave it another eight seconds, then pulled open the screen door and knocked on the red interior door. He knocked harder this time—and made sure the sound of his knuckles against the wood door wouldn’t be missed. 
“Mr. Jack Thornton,” he said, his voice raised. “This is Deputy U.S. Marshal Charlie Harlow. I’ve got a warrant for your arrest right here in my hand, and I’d appreciate it if you’d step outside this house without incident. We know you’re in there.”
“May I help you?” a female voice said from behind him.
Charlie turned, looked down at a pretty young woman with dirty-blonde hair underneath an Atlanta Braves baseball cap. She stood at the bottom of the stairs looking up at him, a pretty smile on her face. She wore cowboy boots and blue jeans, with nothing but a yellow tank top above to show off her tan shoulders.
She had work gloves on her hands and was leaning, holding on to the handle of a spade shovel she’d stuck in the ground in front of her. 
Charlie pulled his jacket aside so she could see the badge on his belt. “You must be Bella Ray Sparrow?” he said. “I’m Deputy Marshal Charlie Harlow.” He squinted. “Where’s your boyfriend?” 
Bella Ray pulled off one of her gloves and reached up to shake Charlie’s hand as he walked down the stairs. “Sounds like you already know my name. But it’s nice to meet you, Deputy.” She looked him in the eyes.
Charlie stood in front of her, his eyes moving around the front of the house. “Would you mind telling Mr. Thornton we’re waiting for him? I’d prefer it if we didn’t have to play any games.”
She stared back at Charlie without saying a word. 
Charlie held out the warrant. “This here’s the warrant for his arrest. If for some reason you’d like to withhold information about his whereabouts, we have room for two in the back of that Tahoe.”
Bella Ray shrugged. “I don’t know where you get your information, Deputy, but…” She cracked a slight smile, one Charlie thought was cute but could see right through. “Is that what I should call you? Deputy? Or do I call you Deputy Marshal? Or are people supposed to use the whole thing? Deputy U.S. Marshal Charlie Harlow…”
Charlie glanced toward the corner of the house where Kim had gone, knowing Bella Ray was playing some kind of game with him. 
He didn’t like it, whatever it was.
“Ma’am,” Charlie said. “We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way. And I’ll be honest. I don’t mind doing it the hard way at all, but I’d like to give you a choice one more time. But I can promise you, no matter what you’re trying to pull, we’re not leaving here without Jack Thornton.”
Bella Ray turned her head and looked in the direction of the barn, almost the size of the house but up toward the woods a good one hundred yards to the left from the edge of the house.
“Is that where he is?” Charlie said. “Is he hiding in that barn
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