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​Prologue
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A new house in a new town is the legacy for wounded veteran Tim Fitzgerald. But as he becomes more deeply involved with his new community, he is shocked by the depths of corruption and criminality. The Chamber of Commerce said Wellborough, Colorado, had it all. He doubted they really meant murder, drug and human trafficking, systemic political corruption and fraud.
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​CHAPTER ONE: A new town and new home
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Moving was easy because all he had easily fit in the bed of his Ford pickup. The furniture, the cancelled apartment lease and friends remained 200 miles away from this grimy railroad town in southern Colorado, Wellborough, not far from the New Mexico line and east of the Rockies.

Fitzgerald, 28, is not a big man. He stands about 5-foot, 9-inches. His weight is about 175 pounds, and he is athletic. Despite an injured leg, demonstrated by a slight limp, he had no trouble carrying his possessions into his new home.

Fitzgerald came to Wellborough because he was named heir to a sprawling residential dwelling that had been inhabited by his aunt, Maya. She and her husband lived there nearly all their lives because he was involved in railroad administration and maintenance. The home was not elaborate. There was a front porch that gave way to an entry way and a corridor. To the left was a living room enclosed by sliding doors. To the right there was a library stuffed with books. A dining room, a kitchen, a half bath and laundry room completed the interior downstairs. To the rear was an enclosed back porch and mudroom. The front lawn was unkempt and covered with leaves that would need to be cleaned up before spring encouraged the grass to grow. There was a large tree, perhaps oak, dominating the center of the lawn, self pruning itself and spewing small branches.

The backyard contained a three-car garage and a giant maple tree that had been split in half, perhaps by wind or lightning. Someone had cobbled the tree together with a steel rod and cable. “That probably will have to go,” said the heir.

Tim Fitzgerald had been here once before during a childhood summer. Aunt Maya had no children. Technically she was not his aunt but the sister of his grandmother. Her husband was a seemingly jolly, portly man with a strong interest in baseball and not a lot of interest in working around the house, as the home's current condition showed. He had died about 10 years ago.

Fitz, as his few friends called him, was surprised when he was contacted by a Wellborough lawyer to tell him of his aunt's death and his mention in her will. They had kept vaguely in touch over the years. He still was surprised that there was no one else. He relished having a real home of his own.

Of course, one of Fitz's few good skills was carpentry. He worked with wood since childhood and used furniture building and even construction of a small cabin in the mountains near his native Fort Collins as a way to relieve stress. He could see that mountains of stress relief awaited him with his new acquisition.

The house had four bedrooms on the second floor and what appeared to be a doorway to an attic. Aunt Maya left everything down to the milk and butter in the refrigerator. She had been somewhat of a hoarder, and Fitz correctly reasoned that there were a couple of weeks ahead simply of cleaning, sorting and disposing. One bedroom closet was stuffed with Maya's husband's clothing, most of it requiring someone with a much larger frame.

There was a wall-mounted jewelry cabinet in the main bedroom, and his aunt had asked in her will that he pack and send that to his sister in Chicago. She was three years younger and probably had no recollection of the home in Wellborough. He made a mental note to do that, although he did not see immediately anything of real value. He had no use for earrings or gold chains or any other girlie goods. Unlike many of his peers, Fitz did not even sport a tattoo.

“Men probably should not try to look like women,” he said to himself as he sorted through a mountain of earrings. “Although there is a certain charm in a woman who shows strength and determination.” He thought back to his recent girlfriend who never could become accustomed to his limp or the scars on his leg. And she never could become accustomed to spiders, dogs or being sweaty.

As a former college athlete and Air Force officer, Fitz was no stranger to sweat or blood, for that matter. He had worked hard to bring his leg as far back to normal as possible. He reasoned his days of soccer or martial arts were behind him as was his former girlfriend.

The most pressing item now was to firmly establish his ownership and set up a meeting with the lawyer, who had contacted him, the man handling his aunt's small estate. And he needed to set up his home office in the library and get back to earning money.

Fortunately the work Fitz did provided a lot of flexibility. He gots his jobs though an agency that did all the client work and collected the money. Writing came easy to him. All he had to do was convert facts into readable web copy. Usually that meant getting bulky downloads of product information from various commercial and retail vendors and then converting this information into crisp, alluring descriptions for customers

He had been able to work from home for two years now, and the agency seemed happy with his efforts. Fitz longed to produce something more significant. He particularly liked novels featuring men who had to make difficult command decisions, like in the C.S. Forester's “Hornblower” series. Fitz was comfortable with command, and often said to himself that he would have done well standing on the quarterdeck of a British frigate during the Napoleonic wars, like Horatio Hornblower. He also knew first hand that command means making a decision that ties your stomach into knots while maintaining a calm exterior. He had seen battle first hand and had seen those in his charge maimed or killed. He welcomed being able to sit at his computer and write tidbits without risking anyone else's life or his own.

The bum leg was a souvenir of a Taliban explosive device outside an Afghanistani air base. He was a pilot candidate who failed to make the cut because of an imperfection in his eyes. So he chose to work in special investigations, first in the D.C. area and then overseas, mainly looking into thefts of military equipment and common crimes on military installations. The explosion ended that career. He did get what he jokingly calls beer money from a grateful government. His military background seemed to impress his contacts at the writing agency because of the unreliability of many of their contractors.

The lawyer, Ratcliff, quickly scheduled a meeting, but when Fitz arrived, he was ushered into a room with a woman, a lawyer working for Ratcliff.

“You will have to forgive us,” the woman who gave her name as Esther said. “Mr. Ratcliff is in court, and this is a simple procedure to put all this paperwork in order to give you full ownership of the property. He is the personal representative, so he will be taking care of filing your aunt's final tax returns and any documents about the inheritance. This is not a large estate, and your aunt left sufficient funds in the bank to close out her taxes and other accounts. Colorado allows what the lawmakers call an informal probate in cases like this, so this is about as easy as it gets.

“You are lucky that this is not Pennsylvania. I just moved from there, and the state still has an inheritance tax and some other strange rules.”

In further conversation, Fitz learned that Esther, a tall redhead, moved because her husband, a physician, found a job with a local medical provider. That allowed them to buy a large farm and plan to raise horses as well as their three children.

“We are kind of isolated here, and I like that,” she said. “This is really a crime-free area, not like the Philadelphia suburbs. I've only been here four months, but the law allows me to practice for a year while my application for a Colorado license is being processed. Meanwhile, I make sure that Mr. Ratcliff looks over my work to make sure I've dotted the is and crossed the ts. I'd like to begin my own practice, but that's hard in a small town like this.”
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