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      A camo-clad figure took aim at the woman crouching behind a toppled picnic table. Showing no mercy, he pulled the trigger. A volley of projectiles struck the back of the victim’s neck, driving her to the ground. Stunned and screaming, she drew back her hand covered in red goo.

      From his perch on the observation deck above the melee, former sheriff Fen Maguire chuckled. The woman never saw the ambush coming.

      The hapless victim rose to her feet, turned, and received another volley from a second assailant. The shots came from automatic weapons that gave a sound similar to a pneumatic wrench—short bursts of compressed air. It brought to Fen’s mind the sound of a fully automatic AR-15 when equipped with a high-quality noise suppressor. He grimaced as the woman hollered for her attackers to stop shooting.

      The two warriors moved on, leaving their victim to wipe paint splatters from her chest, neck, and goggles. She moved to the entrance of what looked like a Hollywood version of an urban apocalyptic setting, uttering epithets as she went. Fen looked at the smiling face of eighteen-year-old Bailey Madison by his side. If it weren’t for her bandaged left hand poking out of a navy-blue sling, Fen could picture her enjoying such a competition.

      “Lou got smoked,” said Bailey. “Remind me not to choose her for my team if I ever enter a paintball competition.”

      “I don’t think you’ll need to worry about Lou wanting to repeat this experience. Let’s get down and see if there’s damage to anything but her pride.”

      Fen went first, taking his time to make sure he kept his right leg straight. The one thing he didn’t need was to twist his trick knee. He looked up as Bailey started down the metal ladder after him. “Make sure you don’t use that left hand.”

      She let out a huff of exasperation. “You concentrate on your gimpy knee and I’ll look after my hand.”

      “Keep three points of contact at all times. That’s good. Make sure that left wrist is hooked around the vertical bar and put your arm back in the sling when you get to the ground.”

      Bailey stopped her descent. “Has anyone ever told you that you sound like a bossy old woman?”

      He grumbled but descended, one rung at a time. Once on the ground, he extended his hands upward, just in case Bailey slipped. She didn’t, and soon stood on terra firma. “You can stop hovering over me like I’m a child.” She repositioned her baseball cap and pulled the hood of her sweatshirt against the back of her neck.

      Fen pulled the zipper down on his jacket to let in the cool January breeze. “This is quite a place. What do you think?”

      Bailey cast her gaze to the multi-acre compound filled with all manner of paint-stained barricades. “I can see how guys full of testosterone might want to play Rambo. In fact, I wouldn’t mind trying it after the skin grafts on my hand heal. It might relieve stress by pretending to shoot someone. Still, I’d have a hard time justifying the cost. I guess that’s because money never came easy to me.”

      They walked side-by-side until finding cover in a metal pavilion where Lou Cooper sat wiping paint from goggles and the front of her sweatshirt. She looked at Fen, scowled, and kept cleaning her goggles. “If I hear one word from either of you about what a fool I made of myself, you’ll both walk back to Newman County.”

      Bailey laughed. “Face it, Lou, those guys drilled you before you knew what happened.”

      The forty-something-year-old woman glared at the girl less than half her age. “Do you think you could do any better?”

      Bailey tilted her head. “I couldn’t do any worse. Didn’t you hear them sneaking up behind you?”

      “I focused on movement in front of me. Besides, the wind was whistling through the holes in this stupid plastic helmet.”

      Fen asked, “What did it feel like to get hit?”

      Lou met his question with a glare. “I’ll be glad to shoot you and let you experience it.”

      “No thanks. One real bullet in the knee was enough.”

      Lou’s attempt to rub paint from her sweatshirt only smeared it. “To answer your question, it hurts. If they hit you on bare skin, it feels like a wasp sting. That guy got a couple of rounds in under my helmet on my neck. I don’t know why the second guy peppered my chest when I turned around. I was already out of the game.”

      Fen moved her collar-length hair away and inspected the red welts. “It didn’t break the skin, but they do look like bee stings. Next time, wear a thick scarf.”

      Lou narrowed her gaze. “There won’t be a next time. I can’t believe I let that crazy lawyer of yours talk me into driving all the way to College Station to do this.”

      Bailey slipped her injured hand out of the sling, took off a small backpack, and retrieved a sketch pad and a soft-lead pencil. “You said this was research for a story you’re writing. So far it doesn’t sound like much of a story.”

      “I doubt there’ll be a Pulitzer Prize in it, but you never know what can happen when you find something novel to report on.” Lou looked at the pile of stained paper towels in front of her. “One thing’s for sure, there are ways to do research that don’t involve being maimed. I’ll stick to interviews, surfing the Internet, and searching courthouse records.”

      Two college-age men approached with helmets and paintball rifles in hand. They wore identical outfits that reminded Fen of a SWAT team. A patch on the sleeve of their camo shirts read, Texas A&M Paintball. The taller of the two spoke to Lou. “We came to apologize. The referee told us this was your first time. Those shots to the back of your neck must sting like nobody’s business.”

      The second young man, distinguished by his carrot-colored hair and freckles, asked, “If you don’t mind me asking, why did you want to compete against us? We take paintball seriously and compete against other universities and clubs, not newbies.”

      “I’m a newspaper reporter,” said Lou. “I’m going to Lufkin to do a story on a professional paintball team. A supposed friend of ours thought I should get a taste of the sport before I go to East Texas.”

      The two young men looked at each other in a way that communicated they possessed knowledge of the team from Lufkin. The taller of the two hooked both thumbs in his tactical vest. “Ma’am. Be careful. Those guys from Lufkin play for keeps.”

      Lou tilted her head. “What does that mean?”

      “We usually compete on closed courses. The one you were on this morning sits on a couple of acres. It’s constructed to resemble a city shelled by artillery. There are lots of things to hide behind, including blind corners, dead ends, barricades, you name it.

      “Things are different in Angelina County. The guys from Lufkin play unrestricted warfare on a hundred acres of thick woods. They know the terrain like the back of their hands and use booby traps, paintball grenades, mines, you name it. Some competitions last through the night.”

      The second young man added, “They’re ruthless, and they cheat. One of them almost died last week while they were practicing.” He paused. “At least that’s the rumor going around.” He puffed out his chest. “This much I’m sure of. They need someone to come along and take them down a notch or two.”

      Fen noticed Bailey sketching the two young men, but his thoughts were on the person almost killed and the accusation of cheating issued by the second student. “How do they cheat?”

      Freckle-face became animated, his eyes bright. “Besides the booby traps, those guys sneak in rifles with higher-pressure air canisters than the rules allow. It gives them an unfair advantage because they can take longer shots.”

      The first young man spoke in a softer tone. “There are a lot of stories going around about them manipulating the natural environment to cause injuries to teams that compete on their home turf. I know for sure they bait teams into playing for money. They never lose when there’s cash on the line.”

      The second waved his hands as he spoke. “That’s not all. Last year, they competed in the Ozarks competition in Missouri and an opponent broke a leg in a pit they dug.”

      Fen asked, “Are you sure?” He noticed Lou had taken out her phone and was recording the students.

      “Absolutely,” said the redhead.

      The dark-haired Aggie shrugged. “It seems something bad happens to at least one of the opposing team members whenever they have a competition.”

      The second student ground his molars. “Like I said, someone needs to put them in their place.”

      The taller of the two glanced at the phone in Lou’s hand. “Are you taping this?”

      “Audio only,” said Lou.

      A look of concern spread across his face. “If it’s all the same, ma’am, we’d like to remain anonymous. We’re competing against the team from Lufkin in an early-season practice tournament later this month. The rumor is those guys are planning some surprises for the other three teams.”

      Lou turned her phone off and slipped it into the back pocket of her jeans. “I’d like to get your names and email addresses in case I have other questions.”

      A look of apprehension crossed their faces.

      Bailey tore off the top page from the sketch pad and handed it to the tall student. “Here’s a present for you.”

      The two young men looked at the sketch. “Wow! This is awesome.”

      Bailey beamed a smile. “You look really cool in your gear.”

      The one with the sketch held it up for all to see. Fen gave Bailey a nod of approval. “You’re shading is getting better.”

      Freckle-face asked, “How much do we owe you for this?”

      Bailey flipped a dismissing hand, still holding her pencil. “It’s not a finished product, so we’ll call it an even trade if you give Lou your names and email addresses.”

      Lou quickly added, “Don’t worry. I won’t use your names or what university you attend. No one but us will ever know we talked.”

      The taller of the two put his hand on Bailey’s shoulder. “We’ve been talking about a team photo.” He examined the sketch again. “This is so much better. Could you sketch the entire team? We’ll be glad to pay you.”

      Bailey gave her head a firm nod. “Take a photo of your team. Stage it however you want, and send it to my phone. Here’s my business card.” She pulled a card from the back pocket of her jeans.

      Freckle-face asked, “How much will this set us back?”

      Bailey looked at Fen, who said, “This is your deal. Be fair but don’t get greedy.”

      She pursed her lips together. “What do you guys think a fair price would be?”

      The tall one scratched his whisker-stubbled chin. “There’s ten of us on the team. The professional photographer was going to charge us a hundred bucks. Could you do it for a little less?”

      She hesitated. “A hundred bucks for a complex work of ten people seems a little light.”

      The young man chuckled. “The price for the photographer was a hundred dollars each.”

      Bailey’s eyelids widened. “A thousand dollars?”

      Fen gave her his best stare. “Remember what I said about getting greedy? Grow your reputation and the money will follow.”

      Bailey huffed. “Oh, all right. Send me a photo and I’ll do all ten of you for five hundred dollars.”

      “That’s awesome,” said the tall one. “If it turns out half as good as this, you can expect to get a lot more business.”

      Fen looked at his watch. “I hate to break up the business meeting, but we need to get going if we’re having lunch with Chuck and Candy.”

      The two students made a special point of thanking Bailey as Fen looked on. He wondered again if the young artist would reconsider going to college or would stick to her plan of dedicating herself to becoming a professional artist under his tutelage. Once in Lou’s Camry hybrid, he said, “Good job on drumming up business. What did you think of those two guys?”

      “The redhead was too intense, but the tall guy seemed super nice. I bet they both have girlfriends with pretty hands.”

      “But can they draw and paint like you?” asked Lou.

      Fen’s mind went back in time to late last fall when he’d discovered the body of Bailey’s drug dealer uncle floating down the Brazos River. His death left her alone and unsupervised in a run-down mobile home. After she was caught stealing some paper and drawing pencils from his booth at a local craft fair, he took a chance on helping her develop her passion for art. Returning from a craft fair, they discovered her uncle’s trailer ablaze. Trying to save something of value, she severely burned her hand on the super-heated knob of the back door. Two skin graft operations later, the petite young artist was healing in more ways than one.

      Bailey looked out the window but didn’t respond to Lou’s rhetorical question, except to say, “I’m starving.”

      “How does fried chicken sound?” asked Fen.

      “Like I could eat an entire flock.”

      Fen sat in the back of Lou’s Camry with his gimpy leg stretched across the seat. “Chuck and Candy may have beaten us to the restaurant. I wonder what they’ll say about the paintballers from Lufkin.”

      Lou put on a blinker and spoke as she made the turn before the light changed. “I thought Candy was kidding when she told me I needed to go to Lufkin and write a story about a paintball team. This could turn into something.”

      Bailey took her hand out of the sling again. “Those cheaters sound like a bunch of backwoods jerks to me.”

      Fen didn’t disagree. “Deep East Texas has some genuine characters.”

      “Hicks-from-the-sticks,” said Bailey.

      Lou pulled onto a four-lane road. “Perhaps they’re just different, and that’s good for a story. It’s amazing how you can drive two or three hours in Texas, and it seems like you’re in another world.”

      Fen spoke before he thought, “Deep East Texas is a land unto itself alright. I hope you’re not headed into trouble.”

      Lou shot a quick glance in the rearview mirror. “If I survived the streets of Dallas for eighteen years, I should be able to survive in the woods of Angelina County.”

      Bailey spoke up. “Learn how to duck paintballs before you go.”

      Lou rubbed the back of her neck. “With age comes wisdom, and I’ve learned my lesson. No more guns of any type.”

      Fen kept his thoughts to himself, but something about the group from Lufkin and the serious injury to one of its members didn’t sit right with him. There had to be more to the paintball team from East Texas than a bunch of cheating, self-styled commandos playing war games in the woods. Otherwise, Chuck and Candy Forsythe wouldn’t be involved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Bailey wrinkled her nose. “This place looks like a dump. What did you say the name of it is?”

      Fen looked around her as Lou pulled into a parking spot. “The Dixie Chicken. It’s been here for what seems like forever.”

      “Looks like a run-down saloon,” said Lou.

      “That’s tradition and character,” countered Fen. “This place is a trip down memory lane for anyone who graduated from Texas A&M. For those old enough to drink a beer, you can bet they’ve bellied up to the bar inside. For the rest, they came for hamburgers, fries, fried chicken, and a game of pool.”

      “Whose idea was it to eat here?” asked Bailey, still sounding unconvinced about going inside the age-marred building.

      “Chuck and Candy Forsythe received their undergraduate degrees from A&M. I believe they first met at this restaurant, so it’s special to them.”

      Lou asked, “Have you eaten here before?”

      He nodded. “Don’t expect anything fancy. The inside doesn’t look any better than what’s in front of you. It’s an old-school bar with decent burgers, good fried chicken, cold beer, and pool tables. Rustic as a hundred-year-old barn.”

      Bailey looked across the street. “Is all that the university?”

      “That’s part of it. There’s 5,500 acres of university property and about 73,000 students.”

      “Too big,” said Bailey.

      “You could take some art classes here,” said Fen.

      Bailey exited the car without responding. He was considering how to follow up when she said, “Why would I want to spend money on classes when I have you to teach me?”

      Lou looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Yeah, Fen. Tell her why she should spend over a hundred-thousand dollars on a college degree.”

      “Who said anything about getting a degree?” He looked at Bailey, who was shaking her head. Time to attack from a different direction. “You need to realize I can only teach you some basics and what works for me. If you don’t take a few classes, you’ll never know what you missed. Besides, you could benefit from a well-rounded education. You could also take some business courses so you can learn how money works.”

      Bailey looked at the sprawling campus and then at the building that looked like the relic of a saloon. “I already know how money works. You make it and then you spend it all. Then, you make some more. It makes more sense to learn as much as I can from you, listen to podcasts, watch YouTube videos, and stay out of bars like this one.”

      Lou chuckled. “Out of the mouths of babes comes great wisdom.”

      They stepped up on what looked like the super-sized front porch of a saloon out of a Hollywood back lot and entered the building. The theme of the decor, if you could call it that, was a combination of early beer joint, weathered wood walls, neon signs, and wooden picnic tables that had more initials carved in them than any sane person would try to count. Signs, flags, posters, drawings, and carvings all paying homage to Texas A&M University decorated the walls.

      A hand went toward the ceiling and waved as Fen, Lou, and Bailey walked through rows of defaced picnic tables. Chuck and Candy Forsythe were in their element, with bottles of beer in front of them.

      “You made it,” said Chuck. His gaze shifted to Lou and stopped. “It looks like you lost the battle.”

      Bailey spoke before Lou could get a word out. “She learned her lesson about going up against those guys from the A&M paintball team. She never got a shot off.”

      Candy tilted her head. “Why didn’t you take on some beginners?”

      Fen spoke as he maneuvered his bad leg under the picnic table. “We ran late this morning and Lou missed the novice group. She had to go in with advanced players or not compete until much later.”

      Bailey cut her eyes toward Lou. “Someone stayed up late and overslept this morning.”

      Lou slid in beside Bailey, facing Chuck and Candy. “It ranked as one of the top twenty most unpleasant experiences of my life. Remind me not to follow your advice again on how to research a story.”

      A wide smile spread across Chuck’s face. “How long did you last?”

      “A few minutes,” said Lou.

      “Minutes?” said Bailey. “More like seconds. That tall guy had you splattered and on your face before you got thirty yards onto the course.”

      Fen split the difference. “I’d say she lasted about a minute and a half. It wasn’t a fair fight.”

      “Fair or not, it’s the last time I’ll set foot on a paintball course.”

      “Don’t be too quick to say that,” said Chuck.

      Candy slid her fingers down the bottle of beer. “Your experience today will add depth to your first article in the Lufkin Daily News.”

      “And humor,” said Bailey as she looked toward the bar. “Can we order? I’m starving.”

      Candy pushed up from the table. “Come with me, Bailey.” She looked at Fen. “Burger or chicken?”

      “Fried chicken.”

      “Same for me,” said Lou.

      A group of about fifteen university students entered and placed orders in front of Candy and Bailey. Fen quizzed Chuck. “What’s really going on in East Texas?”

      Chuck dragged his hand across his chin. “That’s what some important people in Angelina and Nacogdoches counties want to know.”

      Fen looked at him. “Is this the same group that was so interested in the corruption in Newman County?”

      “Same league, different team.” He moved on quickly. “You probably know that the lumber industry is the lifeblood of East Texas, but the mills are having a hard time getting trees.”

      “Why?” asked Lou.

      “That’s what you’re going to find out for us.” The lawyer leaned forward and looked at Lou. “Let me explain. Most of the truckers that haul trees from the forests to the mills are independent drivers. When I say independent, I mean they’re fiercely independent.”

      Fen nodded. “That usually means they don’t trust law enforcement.”

      “Exactly. Their trucks and trailers must meet rigid safety standards in order to haul the future telephone poles, lumber, and pulpwood out of the forests and over highways on their way to mills and creosote plants. That kind of wear and tear on their equipment is a recipe for getting tickets.”

      Lou folded her hands. “Truckers everywhere are having a hard time. What makes these wood haulers so different?”

      “Extortion,” said Chuck. “In the last year, the sheriffs of Angelina and Nacogdoches counties have recorded numerous reports of vandalism and threats against the truck drivers.”

      “That sounds like paying protection to me,” said Fen.

      Chuck gave a slight nod. “You need to understand how sparsely populated this area of the state is and how dense the forests are. In Angelina County there are only about 87,000 people, and almost 35,000 of them live inside Lufkin’s city limits. That means there’s not much of a budget for law enforcement out in the county.”

      Fen added, “Extortion is hard enough to prove when people trust law enforcement and will file complaints and testify. Still, as far as crimes go, this doesn’t rank in the top ten. What’s the real reason you’re sending Lou?”

      Chuck leaned forward a little more. “The threats and acts of vandalism are turning into physical assaults. Not only that, but lumber mills aren’t meeting production requirements.”

      Lou interjected. “I knew profit would be involved.”

      “Not just profit for the companies, but the livelihood and safety of the independent truckers. Two of them received broken bones last week. The story going around is they refused to pay protection to the Avengers.”

      Lou jerked back. “The who?”

      “The Angelina Avengers. They’re a paintball team.”

      “Yeah,” said Lou. “We heard about them today at the paintball course.”

      Chuck’s eyebrows rose. “Who told you about them?”

      Fen took his turn. “A couple of students from the A&M paintball team. They also mentioned a rumor about a member of the Avengers being injured.”

      Chuck gave his head a firm nod. “That would be Pete Crane. He’s an ex-Green Beret. Someone put a paintball bomb in his mailbox. It should have gone off and splattered his chest. Unfortunately for him, he leaned over and looked in the mailbox when it went off. He lost one eye, and they’re not sure about the other.”

      His gaze shifted to Lou. “You should know this group is as secretive as they come. Everyone is an original member, the son of a member, ex-military, or a combination of all three.” He took a breath. “The sheriff has very little evidence that could lead to an arrest.”

      “Tell me about the evidence,” said Fen.

      “Footprints leading to the mailbox. They matched boots belonging to Chet Lowe, a member of the Avengers.” He paused. “But there’s a catch.”

      “There usually is,” said Fen.

      “Chet Lowe’s wife gave him an alibi. She claims she took the boots to a thrift store a couple of days before the bomb went off.”

      Chuck leaned back. “This much I know for sure. Someone in Angelina County is shooting out tires as the trucks come out of the forests. They’re also cutting brake lines, stealing mud flaps off trailers, and sending people to the hospital. What we need is better intel on the extent of the problem and who’s doing it. That’s why we’re sending Lou. You’ll go for a week, write a story for the Lufkin Daily News that will stir the hornets’ nest, then come back to your job in Springdale.”

      Lou bit her bottom lip. “I’m with Fen. This doesn’t sound like much of a crime spree. Can’t the local reporters stir up enough stink to get some action out of law enforcement?”

      Fen brought his gaze back from Candy and Bailey. “This isn’t Dallas we’re talking about. Deep East Texas is a place with secrets. Sometimes they involve family members. I bet you’ll find out some of the Avengers have relatives in local law enforcement.”

      Chuck smiled. “That’s something else you can check on while you’re there.”

      Lou let out a huff. “I thought this might lead to a book, but unless I uncover some real dirt, I’ll do good to stretch this into a two-part newspaper story.”

      Chuck looked at Fen. “What do you think?”

      He shrugged. “I’m glad I’m staying on my farm in Newman County. A fresh supply of canvases and paint arrived this week and Bailey is champing at the bit to paint. We can stay busy until late spring with no trouble. That’s when we plan on hitting some festivals around the state.”

      Bailey and Candy returned, loaded down with plates of fried chicken and French fries. Candy bucked the trend by ordering a hamburger. She looked at Lou. “Did you get the lowdown on what’s expected of you?”

      “I think so. I’m to go to a sparsely populated area of the state and spend a week finding out if a bunch of survivalists are extorting money from poor truck drivers.”

      Candy smiled. “I expect there’ll be a surprise or two for you when you dig.”

      “I hope so. So far, all I’ve received for my time is a sore neck and a ruined sweatshirt.”

      Fen added, “And some tasty fried chicken.” He turned to Bailey. “How is it?”

      She replied with a full mouth. “Mumm.” She chewed, swallowed, and added, “It was a long way to travel to get chicken and French fries. Next time, leave me at home so I can paint.”

      Lou looked at the young woman sitting beside her. “Is painting all you ever think about?”

      Bailey ran her tongue across her top teeth. “I enjoyed helping Fen solve the murder of my uncle. It would be fun if you could find another case like that.”

      Fen inhaled some of the breading on the chicken and fought to keep the bite in his mouth. After Bailey slapped him on the back enough times to dislodge any obstruction, he turned to her. “Enough, already. What makes you think I want to get involved in another murder case?”

      Bailey held up a half-eaten chicken leg and wagged it at him. “Because you’re good at two things: painting and solving crimes. I don’t know how, but they fit together for you.”

      Candy gave Bailey an unblinking stare. “Do you sense Fen will need to go to East Texas and solve a murder?”

      The question didn’t seem to take Bailey by surprise. “When you’re great at something, you can’t help but do it. I have to draw every day. Lou writes newspaper stories because something drives her to do it. You and Chuck practice law together. Fen paints landscapes and solves crimes.”

      Lou asked, “But are you sensing there will be a murder in East Texas that Fen will solve?”

      Bailey lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “My name isn’t Claire Voyant, but I know you’re a magnet for stories that reveal people with things to hide.”

      “And Fen?”

      “He’s sneaky-smart. Just when you think he’s acting like an unconcerned, retired widower, he surprises you. He’s always taking in what’s around him, even when he doesn’t look like he is.”

      Everyone at the table turned to look at Fen. He sat up straight. “What? I’m minding my own business eating a delicious piece of chicken. I have no intention of going to East Texas in the dead of winter with this gimpy leg.”

      Chuck wiped the grease off his hands. “What if there’s a murder? After all, someone already put a bomb in a mailbox.”

      “That was a paintball bomb. Make it a real one and I’ll reconsider, but only after the locals give up.”

      Bailey finished her prophecy by saying, “I bet the Angelina Avengers have something to do with the murder when it happens.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip home passed without the normal chatter from Bailey. Fen believed the three pieces of chicken and the order of fries had a sedative effect on her. He nodded off himself and slept until they passed over the Brazos River and turned onto the county road leading to his property. Lou punched in the code that opened the gate and followed the gravel until it led them to the concrete driveway.

      The front door opened and out stepped Thelma, Fen’s housekeeper and cook. As was her custom, she wasn’t smiling when Fen clambered out of the back seat with a stiff leg. She reserved her kind words for Bailey. “Are you hungry?”

      “Stuffed with fried chicken. I slept all the way home.” Bailey shut the car door and waved as Lou drove off.

      “At least one of you has good sense. I thought Miss Lou would come in.”

      Fen spoke up, “She has more paint on her than one of my mid-size landscapes.”

      “They totally wasted her,” said Bailey.

      Thelma looked Fen over. “I’m surprised you didn’t get in the thick of it.”

      “Not with this leg. I need an ice pack as it is.”

      With hands tented on her hips, she asked, “What did you do this time?”

      Bailey spoke before he could stop her. “We climbed an observation tower to watch the paintball battle.”

      Fen moaned. He knew Thelma would cloud over and rain on him for climbing the tower; and since Bailey used the word ‘we,’ the storm would include thunder and lightning. Thelma didn’t disappoint.

      While the verbal tongue-lashing continued, Bailey slipped into the house like a mouse wearing socks. Thelma ended her tirade with, “Two, almost three, grown adults and not enough brains between you to fill a thimble. You’re lucky they didn’t have to send ambulances to pick up the pieces.”

      Fen tried to lessen the sting of Thelma’s tirade. “Lou hated it and swears she’ll never play Rambo again. As for Bailey, she thought it was silly to spend that much money pretending to shoot people.”

      “There’s hope for both of them, but I’m not so sure about you.”

      The hand on Fen’s shoulder came out of nowhere. He turned too fast. The next thing he knew, he was looking up at Sam, his ranch foreman and Thelma’s husband.

      “Drag him in, Sam,” said Thelma, without a wisp of pity in her voice. “Put him in the great room and I’ll bring the ice packs.”

      Sam grunted and bent down to place Fen’s arm around his neck. This was another episode of How-the-Knee-Turns. Nothing new, but painful each time. As the manager lowered Fen to the couch, he said, “Road hunters killed a doe last night.”

      “Were you in the woods?”

      Sam shook his head. “Thelma had the porch light on.”

      “Ah,” said Fen as he considered the unusual relationship between the Choctaw Indian and his mixed-race wife. Somehow, they always knew what the other was doing, even though Sam spent most nights living outdoors and practiced an economy of words. The burning porch light was Thelma’s signal that she desired his company in the bungalow behind the garage.

      Sam expanded on the report of the poacher. “Two men. Cheap boots. One shot.” He reached into a pocket and withdrew the spent and mangled round from a rifle. “In a tree trunk on your side of the property line.”

      Fen examined it. “I’ll call the new game warden and hand this over to him. Did you find any tire tracks?”

      “Too dry to get a good cast. I tied a rag on the fence where they shot and another where they pulled the deer through the fence. They fired from the road on the Newman side of the property line, but the deer dropped on your side.”

      Fen examined the bullet again. Something about it seemed important, but he couldn’t imagine why.
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