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He knew he should feel remorse over what he was about to do. After all, killing a person was morally wrong and against the law. At the very least, killing someone he knew should stir some regret. Instead, he was calm, ready. The serenity surprised him as it had been years since he had killed anyone. When he had received the message earlier that day, he knew what he had to do, but he had worried that it would be difficult. Could he still do it? Could he kill an innocent woman? Now that he was here, standing outside her window, he realized it would not be a problem.

He was not happy about the situation, but it was necessary. Too bad for her. Just the way things go sometimes. When he considered it, he was probably doing her a favor. She was sixty-four now, and although she still got around fine, how much longer could that last? In recent years she had started to gain weight, and with her age, it was bound to lead to health problems. 

It was not like she had anyone around to care for her. Her husband had been dead for over a decade, and her only son never came home. He wondered how many friends she still had?

Standing next to the house, he had a clear view through the living room window. She was sitting in a worn easy chair eating dinner on a tray while watching an old John Wayne western on TV. It had been years since he had seen the movie, but he was pretty sure it was El Dorado.

Living alone in an isolated house like she did was not smart, especially at her age. Perhaps he should simply break her hip, make it look like she fell and leave her to die on her own. That way, he would not have to deliver the final blow. However, if someone came by and she survived, it would mean the end of everything. No, he would have to finish her tonight. He might as well get started.

Leaving the window, he went around to the front. The hinges on the screen door squeaked when he opened it. The door was locked as he knew it would be, but the door and frame were at least forty years old. Weathered and neglected wood that would not hold up. He stepped back and kicked the door, shattering the frame around the lock. The door exploded inwards. 

He quickly moved inside. His victim, Rebecca Morrison, was starting to get to her feet. She took one look at him and turned away, moving as fast as she could toward the corner of the room. That surprised him. The phone was on the stand next to where she was sitting. He had expected her to try to call for help. Instead, she moved away from the phone towards a hutch in the corner, a dead end. When she reached the hutch, she jerked a drawer open, placed her hand inside and withdrew a gun and a damn big one.

Shit. Figures a sheriff’s widow would choose a gun over a phone. He ran towards her. Before he finished tonight, he would kill her, but first, he needed something else so he could not shoot her, yet. She was fumbling with the gun. The safety was on, and she was not familiar with it. Who knew how long it had been since she last used it? As she raised the gun, he reached her and, with a vicious backhand, hit her across the jaw. She spun, losing the gun she had tried so hard to reach. Her body smacked against the wall face first, and he crashed into her from behind, pinning her there.

She struggled and yelled. No one would ever hear her or come to help. He had all the time in the world. Holding her against the wall, he felt aroused. He looked at her again. She was heavier now, and he was sure she dyed her hair to hide the gray, but the intricate angle of her jar and facial features revealed that she used to be beautiful. Even now, she was not ugly, only old for his taste. Perhaps he should have his way with her, an extra perk for what he had to do. Then he thought about DNA and all that CSI crap and decided he would be pushing his luck. It was better to get what he came for, kill her, and get out.
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A stream of champagne fizzled through the mouth of the bottle as the cork launched into the air. Angie giggled and quickly shoved the new long-stemmed glass under the bottle to catch as much as possible. The champagne had a name she could not pronounce and was too expensive to waste. 

The sun had nearly set, and the remaining light seemed to soften everything, or perhaps it was the champagne that was softening reality. This was their second bottle.

Austin placed one arm around her, and together they leaned against the deck railing. The smell and feel of new wood overwhelmed her senses. 

“Can you smell the wood, Ang? The newness of it is sort of symbolic of our lives.”

She leaned closer to Austin as he continued talking.

“There were a lot of nights I never thought we would get here. All those years, we worked all day building the lodge and then went to punch a clock at a restaurant each night.”

Sighing heavily, she continued reliving memories that were better in the past. “Then coming home to sleep in an old beat up single-wide trailer. But we made it. A brand new six-bedroom lodge, a stable and three hundred acres stocked with wildlife. We have our wilderness resort.”

“Now, we need guests.”

Longing for support, she laid her head against Austin’s chest. The champagne was making her feel warm inside. A few locks of her long blonde hair fell forward, covering her right eye. Memories from the last ten years continued to come flooding back. They had worked every hour and saved every penny to build her husband’s dream, a small resort outside of their hometown of Pine Ridge, Ohio. They were going to offer an authentic western experience in the heartland with horseback riding, cattle herding, fishing, hunting, and even large game brought in from the west. There was nothing else like it within hundreds of miles, and her husband was convinced guests from the East Coast and Midwest would stand in line for the experience and opportunity to save the time and money required to travel to the real west.

Ten years. It was a lot to sacrifice. While most of their friends were partying, establishing careers, getting married, having kids and enjoying life, the two of them had spent their twenties working and saving to achieve the goal that was finally within their reach. The question that the rest of their lives depended on was would the guests come?
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Eight months later.

“There ain’t no land for sale ’round here.”

Austin tried not to wince when he heard his own words. When he became nervous, he often fell back on the language he often heard around his rural home. It was another sign of his desperation. He hoped the man in front of him could not tell his heart was breaking. It had taken Angie and him ten years to get their ranch and only eight months to be on the verge of bankruptcy. He still felt convinced the business model was solid. However, the worst recession in decades to hit the U.S. economy was too much for their leisure business to survive.

The ranch was lost. Angie had pointed that out to him more times than he cared to admit. The only thing left to be determined was if they could salvage anything. When the real estate agent, Jake Church, had called, he thought how ironic it was because God must be looking out for him at least a little. Now that Church was here, he was having a hard time finding even a trace of heavenly charity. Church was offering considerably less than the place was worth. Depending on the taxes, it may not even be able to cover the mortgage. With neither Angie nor him having a job outside of the ranch, where would they go?

If he could play it cool, perhaps he could convince Church to raise his offer. An extra ten grand, and they could have something to live on for a few months. Church was standing with both hands in the pockets of a midnight black suit that probably cost more than Austin’s truck. The eyes looking back at Austin were the most distributing. They seemed to be prying through the layers of Austin’s bluff. 

“Sorry to have wasted your time. After we talked on the phone, I discussed the situation with my wife and well ... we decided to keep the place.”

It was a bluff, one that everything depended on. Austin was figuring Church would not climb back into his matching black Mercedes and complete the two plus hour round trip back to Columbus without at least negotiating.

The sun and humidity were rising together, and Austin could feel the effects as sweat formed around the ring of his A&AM Ranch ball cap. The silence between them seemed to stretch time into an immeasurable unit. Should he push harder? Maybe he should turn and pretend to head to the house. Unsure, which only increased his panic, he decided to run. Pivoting on the heel of his well-worn cowboy boots, the fine gravel in the driveway crunched.

“Stop.”

Austin turned back to Church, fighting to hide the smile of relief he was sure was peeking through the corners of his mouth.

“Did you have something to say before I head inside?” Believing he had tricked Church had given him a sense of bravado. 

“Stop the game. I know you are broke. I also know there is no way you will keep this place. You need to give up any hopes of trying to trick me into overpaying. I do this for a living, and I have done my homework. I might as well tell you. I was not even going to approach you. In about three weeks, I can buy this place from the bank for a fraction of what I am offering you. However, I was offered a nice bonus if I could close the deal in time for my client to have a Memorial Day party at his own dude ranch. As much as I would like the bonus, I refuse to be swindled by some hick.”

There it was. All sense of relief and hope was gone. Ten years of busting his ass, ten years of sacrifice, and it was gone. His dream had vanished as soon as he laid fingers on it. A deep sadness grabbed hold of his soul. For the first time since he was a kid, he felt like he might cry. Then Church’s voice brought him back to the moment.

“Now your little show is over, let’s get to business. You will sell to me today, and you are going to do so for ten thousand less than I previously offered. Consider the discount the gentlemanly thing to do for making me drive out to these backwoods and wasting my time in this heat.” Church shuffled his feet a little and looked down at them. “Damn, I should take some more off the offer for getting my shoes dirty.”

When Church looked up, he was smiling. The easiness with which Church showed his obnoxiously white teeth transformed Austin’s grief into rage. Church held his hand out to shake. 

“What do you say? Do we have a deal?”

Austin took a deep breath and reached up, slowly raising his ball cap off his head before pulling it snuggly back on his head. Glancing over his right shoulder, he squared his feet, and putting his weight behind it, threw a right cross that connected with Church’s nose. The real estate agent was caught off guard and lost his balance while trying to compensate for the blow. Landing on his back, Church laid there, stunned.

“As I said, there ain’t no land for sale ‘round here. Now get off my property.”
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The screen door banged against the frame after Austin came in. Angie was standing at the kitchen sink, her back towards him. She was facing the small window that looked out into the pine forest that bordered their backyard. 

The condiment and salad dressing bottles rattled in the fridge’s door as Austin jerked it open. He stared into the void of leftovers until he found a Keystone Light. As he popped the top, he heard Angie sob.

The can of beer clanked as he set it on the kitchen island. When his hand touched her shoulder, she jerked away. 

“Ang, it is going to be all right.”

“How?” She spun around to face him with tears on her cheeks.

“I saw everything through the door and heard enough. He was telling the truth, and you know it. We will lose this place, and we have nowhere to go.”

“We are not going to lose this place.”

“We are. We don’t have enough guests. I don’t want to live on the street.”

“Ang, I can’t give up. This is my dream. What have we worked so hard for these past ten years if we are going to let it all go?”

“What have we worked for? I worked for you. This was your dream, so I sacrificed over ten years of my life so we could get here, and it didn’t work. I am sorry, but we must face facts. It has been eight months since we opened this place, and we have lost money every month. We will lose this ranch, and we had an opportunity to get out with a little bit of cash, and you hit the guy. What if he sues? How do you plan to handle that?”

Austin reached out and pulled her into his body. She briefly tried to push him away but gave up easily and buried her face in his chest. As she sobbed, Austin patted the back of her head and whispered, “It is going to be all right. I promise. I will figure this out. I promise we won’t lose this place.”
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Coronado sat on the veranda behind his hacienda a short way outside Cerraivo, Mexico, only twenty miles south of the U.S. border. He was smoking a large Cuban cigar and drinking Gran Patron Platinum Tequila. Since turning fifty years old the previous month, he had decided to enjoy the finer things in life and not bother with the few restraints he had previously lived by. A prime example was that he used to limit himself to a Cuban cigar only when celebrating. Part of that discipline was motivated by his wife of the past twenty-five years. Representing his new live for today approach to life was the young Mexican senorita who was now lounging on a chair by the pool only a few feet away.

The senorita, nearly thirty years his younger, possessed a body that showed none of the imperfections that came with age. Not only was her beauty a vast improvement over his wife, but she carried no inhibitions and realized the only way to keep the many luxuries she enjoyed at his hacienda was to fulfill his every wish. 

The senorita’s beauty and approach to life convinced Coronado to replace his wife, who he had moved to an excluded house in a remote area of Mexico. After all, his wife was the mother of his children, and he was still a devout Catholic, so divorce was not an option. His wife could live out her days with the few armed men and servants he provided her. Meanwhile, the absence of his wife enabled him to enjoy any pleasure he wanted, including the recently augmented breasts of the senorita in his presence. 

Coronado was about to call his new toy over when Juan appeared. Juan was Coronado’s most trusted associate, a position earned over thirty long bloody and dangerous years. 

A day from long in the past came back to Coronado. On September 16, 1977, Coronado assassinated a drug kingpin named Sebastian in a little café outside of Mexico City. Sebastian’s bodyguards had nearly caught him when Juan appeared and shot the two pursuing bodyguards to death. In the exchange of gunfire, Juan was shot in the left leg, which caused him to limp some three decades later. That day had been the catalyst for Coronado forming the most feared and successful drug cartel in northern Mexico.

“Jefe.”

Coronado motioned for Juan to continue.

“There has been an incident. A traffic house in Pine Ridge, Ohio, in the United States has been raided by the DEA. Three kilos of cocaine were seized, along with a few miscellaneous weapons and three employees.”

“Only three kilos? Were these employees worth having?”

“A shipment of three hundred kilos was scheduled to arrive earlier that day. The house is in a remote area near several marijuana fields. The location also happens to be near the intersection of U.S. Interstates 70 and 77. Once the cocaine arrives, we transfer it to other vehicles with marijuana grown in that area and redistribute the products to Columbus, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh and so on. This distribution center is vital to our East Coast and Midwest operations.

“We received a tip about the raid, so we halted the cocaine shipment and removed the marijuana. The three kilos of cocaine found on the premises were overlooked by our employees.”

Coronado considered the information for a minute. “It would seem the DEA knew what they were doing, and we were fortunate to be notified by our informants. How could they have known when the shipment was arriving?”

Juan knew Coronado was asking himself the question and not him, so he remained quiet, as was his place.

“Contact someone you trust and have them look into the matter with the DEA. If we have a rat, I want you to bring them to me, and I will deal with them personally.”

“Si, Jefe. As for the distribution point?”

“Find a new one. New locale, new employees. Have the three killed that were arrested. Failure simply will not do. Overlooking the three kilos will have confirmed our presence to the authorities.”

“As you wish.” Juan turned and left as quietly as he had appeared.

“Senorita.”

Without hesitation, the young woman stood and seductively moved his way. Her bare feet made no noise on the rust-colored pavers.

“Did I not pay for your recent enhancements? From now on, when we are poolside, I want to view what I have paid for.”

The senorita smiled and, by pulling a string from behind her back, shed her skimpy black bikini top exposing her perky full breasts.

“Do you have any sisters at home?”
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“Hola.”

“Hello, it is your friend from north of the border.”

Juan smiled. “You got the phone my associate provided you.”

“Yes, and your message to call.”

“We have a problem. Some of our employees are no longer in our employ due to poor performance.”

“I heard.”

“How did the recent incident happen?”

“I checked with my sources. The DEA has noticed the increase in drugs throughout the Midwest and traced it back to Pine Ridge. Several hundred kilos have been flowing through the town each week. It appears they are only aware of the cocaine at this point and not the local marijuana fields. Someone was bound to notice so many people coming and going. It was only a matter of time.”

Juan considered the information for a minute. Having so many successful marijuana fields around Pine Ridge, it was not profitable to simply abandon them. We have had a long and prosperous relationship. You have received a great deal of money, product and protection in return for your services. I would hate for you to no longer be in our employ.”

Even from a couple thousand miles away, Juan could hear his associate swallow and knew he was thinking about how the three former employees had been found in prison with their necks cut. Juan also knew his associate was aware his fate would be much worse as his role was more pivotal and he lacked the protection of being in jail. His freedom meant the cartel would be free to take their time. 

“I’ve been working on that, and I have a solution. I learned from a source at the bank that a local overnight establishment is about to be foreclosed. It is perfect, isolated from town and neighbors, but with the amenities they offer, it will not seem suspicious for strangers to come and go.”

“Are you planning to buy the property? Does your foreclosure process not take some time? We cannot allow any further interruption in the flow of our product. Besides, we are not interested in personally attaching our name to mortgages used for our drug operations.”

“I know the couple that owns the property. They are desperate. If the bank forecloses, they will have nothing. I will send a man to them with a proposition. We will provide them enough money to cover their monthly mortgage payments, and in return, they will be forced to allow our drugs to flow through their establishment. If they are ever raided, their names will be on the deed, not ours.”

“If the couple refuses?”

“They disappear, and I will arrange for a third party to purchase the property from the bank.”

“Very well. See that it is done. One more thing, what is the name of this establishment?”

“It is a local dude ranch called the A&AM Ranch.”
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Six months later.

Chris pulled off Adams Lane and towards an old-fashioned archway built of wood that resembled something from an 1800s western ranch. At the top of the arch was a piece of wrought iron in the shape of A&AM. There was no mystery in what the letters stood for. Chris knew it was Austin and Angie Michael. Unconsciously Chris slowed the county issued Dodge Durango to a stop before he reached the arch. 

Dispatch had contacted him a few minutes ago. A guest at the ranch had called nine-one-one when they found a horse killed with a pitchfork. With the Shady County Sheriff Department only having five deputies and a sheriff, Chris had been unlucky enough to get the assignment. 

Seeing a horse stabbed to death with a pitchfork was an unpleasant enough image to keep Chris from wanting to rush in. However, the real dilemma was the owners, Austin and Angie. For as long as Chris could remember, he had known them. The three of them grew up on adjacent horse ranches a few miles from where he sat at the moment. The memories were countless as they had spent their childhood and teenage years together. 

The ties that bind became stressed in high school when Angie chose to date Chris over Austin. To Austin’s credit, he had remained a close friend and never showed resentment or got in the way. The memories felt foreign to him now, as if he had read the story in a book, and it was not really his. As Chris recalled, the leading character in that tale had planned to marry Angie, raise a handful of kids and grow old happily ever after. Along the way, the story evolved from a fairy tale to real-life drama, and his relationship with Angie ended badly during his freshmen year of college. Despite not having talked to either of them since the night Angie and he had separated, he knew Austin and Angie had become a couple within months of the breakup.

The strength and friendship that Austin demonstrated when Chris and Angie dated simply did not seem to exist for Chris. The pain of imagining his two friends together was more than he could bear. It was easier to simply remove them from his life.

Now somehow, ten years or so had gone by since he had seen either of them. His heart ached. Was Angie still as beautiful in real life as she was when she occasionally visited him in his dreams? Did Austin resent him for disappearing from his life?

The radio crackled to life. Dispatch was checking on him. He was overdue at the resort. He grabbed the microphone, called in and placed the Durango in gear. The vehicle slowly rolled down the long gravel driveway towards the cluster of buildings.
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“Shit.” Austin’s breath was coming too quickly to breathe deep. He could not stand still, so he paced relentlessly around the barn office. Thankfully, Angie had pulled him into the room out of sight of their guests.

“Why did that bitch have to call the cops? It is my resort, my horse, my land. It is not her responsibility to call anyone. This could ruin everything.”

“The important thing we have to do now is lead the cops away from who probably did this. If we send them out of here with no leads, they might stumble around and get lucky and discover what is really going on.”

“Who do we blame it on?”

“Bob, Pete or Steve, it doesn’t matter. However, we must be consistent. We tell them some drifter showed up looking for a job. We will say he didn’t have a driver’s license, proof of prior employment or anything. So, we sent him away. Say he is a black male. We’ll claim he became angry and said we were being prejudice. He threatened us, and we told him we would call the police. When we went to the house to get a phone, he left.”

Austin thought about what Angie was telling him. She was always so quick to come up with an answer. Most importantly, what she said seemed to make sense.

“Okay. Maybe it will work. What do we say he looked like?”

“This is where we need to be careful. We need to describe the same man but do it in our own words. We need to use somebody we both know as an example. Remember our sixth grade teacher, Mr. Canty? Use him for your reference.”

Austin thought about Angie’s impromptu plan for a moment. It seemed logical enough to work. Perhaps they could get away with lying to the authorities. “All right. We can do this.”

A knock interrupted them. One of the guests called out to them through the closed door.

“Mr. and Mrs. Michael, the police are here.”

“We’ll be right there. Thank you.”

“Ang, I love you.”

“I know you do. Now let’s go get rid of this cop. Remember, he is just a local that doesn’t know anything. He can’t rattle us.” 
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A slightly overdressed, overweight woman was chattering at Chris as if she had drunk a pot of coffee and not a damn word was resonating with him. As the woman carried on, Chris did his best to inconspicuously search for Angie and Austin. This was their place. Where were they?

A door shutting drew Chris’s attention. He turned a little too quickly for someone acting like being there did not bother him. Two individuals were walking down the barn aisle way. Their faces were hidden by shadows, but even from a distance, Chris could tell it was Angie and Austin. The way they moved, their outline against the backlight, it was them, and it caused Chris to gag on the air he was breathing.

As they emerged into the full daylight, Angie looked up, and her facial expression went from fear to joy. Chris felt himself smile, and then suddenly Angie was running towards him. She hit him with such unexpected force that she moved him back a step before he caught his balance. Then, Angie had her arms wrapped around his neck and kissed him.

It was something Chris had longed for the past ten years, and now suddenly, she was here, and it was happening. Amazingly Chris fought the temptation to lose himself in the moment and kept his restraint. 

Far too quickly for his liking, Angie gained her composure and pulled away. Chris could still feel the moisture of Angie’s kiss on his lips and smell the sweet scent of strawberries from her hair. As a child, Angie always liked her hair to smell like strawberries. At least some things never changed. Chris still liked the smell too.

What should he do? Tell her he still loved her? Take her in his arms as she had done? Give in to impulse and passion? Chris was on the verge of doing just that when he happened to look around and see everybody, including Austin staring at them. Stalling, he adjusted his sunglasses and shifted his weight to his right foot. He knew he was fidgeting and had to appear uncomfortable, which only made his self-doubt worse. As embarrassment washed over him, Chris decided to take the coward’s way out and change the subject. It was best to do what he came here for and not confess his love for a married woman in front of several witnesses.

Trying to hide his feelings, he babbled, “Angie, it is good to see you. It has been a long time.” Seeing her face turn red and a look of anger replace her smile, he instantly regretted it. Damn the crowd. He was going to tell her how he felt. Before he could put the words together, Austin stepped forward, placing his arm around her.

“It has been a long time ... and a lot has changed, Chris.”

As quickly as that, the moment was lost, as was the only girl he had ever loved. Chris stole one last quick look at Angie from behind his sunglasses. Her jaw was set firm, with her head tilted forward. Suddenly she looked up and to the side away from Chris, and for a moment, he thought he might have seen her eyes moisten. Like a fool, he looked back to Austin and saw only defiance. Not knowing what else to say, Chris started in on official business.

“Um, the station received a call about a horse that was killed. Can you start at the beginning?”

“Yes, officer. That was me. I came out to the barn this morning before breakfast to visit with the horse I would ride today. I was sneaking him a carrot. I wanted to bond with the beautiful creature, and I found a dreadful scene. The horse was in its stall with a pitchfork stuck in its neck. Blood, there was blood everywhere. It was terrible.”

It was the same woman that had been carrying on when he first arrived. With a deep sigh, Chris removed a small notepad and a pen from his pocket and began to take notes, questioning each of the guests and then Austin and Angie, who offered a lead with no name.

About two hours later, he was standing outside the dead horse’s stall alone with Angie and Austin. He could tell they were as uncomfortable as he was. The question was, why? Did their nervousness have more to do with the dead horse or being alone with him?

Finally, Chris pressed the power button on his digital camera to turn it off and turned to face them. “I’ve done all I can do here. I would like to tell you we will catch whoever did this, but honestly, it seems like a long shot. Shady County does not have the resources for a forensic investigation. I will call the Zanesville Police Department in Muskingum County to see if they can send out a crime scene investigative team, but even then, if this was some drifter, he is likely long gone.”

“So that is it? The case is over?”

Chris studied Austin’s face. It seemed like Austin was almost relieved instead of being outraged, which Chris expected when telling him the case would go unsolved. “I will ask about this drifter at the gas station in town and swing up by the interstate on-ramps to see if I find him trying to catch a ride, but you shouldn’t hold out a lot of hope. If you have insurance on the horse, you should start the paperwork. If you need me to talk to an adjuster, I will be happy to help.”

“Thanks.” Angie’s reply was rushed. “We don’t have any coverage on this horse. I believe I speak for Austin and myself when I say we will be happy to get this over.” She paused, letting her eyes meet Chris’ eyes. “As with most bad experiences, it is often best to move on.”

The words hurt because Chris understood her real meaning. She did not know that he considered nothing about his time with her as a “bad experience,” and maybe that was why he had never been able to move on. The whole morning, while he was questioning guests, marking off the crime scene and taking photos, he had been secretly lusting for her. The sound of her voice, her presence and occasional touch during his visit had made it nearly impossible for Chris to focus, but even without his full attention, it was apparent something was wrong. 

According to Angie and Austin, they believed a drifter who was rejected for a job was to blame, but it did not seem likely. In Chris’s experience, most drifters did just that. They drifted. Besides, after spending the majority of fifteen years with the two of them, he knew when they were lying, and it was clear they were doing so today.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 10




[image: ]


Javier “Jimmy” Miguel sat astride his custom Harley Davidson Fat Boy beside the gravel road under a large oak tree, watching the deputy move around the A&AM Ranch all morning. The deputy had entered the ranch’s driveway before Jimmy arrived, so he had taken up a vigil and waited for him to leave. If at any time it appeared the deputy found the drugs, he would move in to kill everyone and escape with the merchandise before reinforcements could arrive. Coronado had already lost product in this backwoods gringo town once, and he had made it clear he did not intend to lose anymore.

Still, atop his iron horse in the shade of huge branches filled with green summer leaves, Jimmy rolled his second cigarette of the morning. His movements were so precise that no tobacco fell to the ground. Every piece was captured in the paper. He flicked his Zippo, lighting the nicotine fix. Time had no meaning to Jimmy. If necessary, he would sit there all day waiting for the deputy to leave. He had been instructed to avoid contact with the authorities unless he felt the drugs were in danger, and then he was to salvage the shipment at any cost.

Eventually, the deputy left. The vehicle kicked up a faint dust trail as it drove away and disappeared over a low hill. Jimmy kicked the Harley to life, letting the meaty mufflers growl. He eased out on the clutch, carefully bringing the bike back onto the gravel road and then slowly proceeded towards the ranch, making sure not to throw gravel and scratch any paint on the solid black bike. Thinking of the paint job, he let his eyes lazily fall to glance at the simple words etched in blood red alongside the gas tank, “Unleashing Hell.” It was a favorite line from his favorite gringo movie, Gladiator. Along the theme of the movie, Jimmy believed he was a modern-day gladiator. Wherever Coronado sent him, hell was sure to follow.
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“I expect a full refund. In fact, you may hear from my lawyer. I feel this will cause me a great deal of emotional discomfort in the weeks to come.” 

The overdressed blonde was shouting at Austin. Chris was barely out of sight, and this woman was threatening him with a lawsuit. To speak nothing of the dead horse that still lay in the barn. Austin wanted to fight back, but Angie approached the group of guests, trying to comfort them. Austin turned away, feeling his chest constrict. What was he going to do?

As he heard Angie telling the guests they would all receive rain checks, a noise caught his attention. A Harley was pulling into his drive and what looked like a Mexican was riding toward him. The man was skinny and appeared tiny on the large bike, yet he maneuvered it seemingly without effort. His long hair was slicked back in a ponytail that fell a little below his shoulders. He wore faded blue jeans along with a stunningly white t-shirt. Dark sunglasses blocked his eyes.

What was this? They didn’t need any more problems today.

The man eased the bike to a stop a few feet from Austin. A light cloud of dust drifted in from behind the bike and floated past Austin, causing him to look away for a moment. When he looked back, the man was already getting off the bike.

“Is there something you need?”

The man moved slowly, and yet even in such a simple movement of climbing off the bike, he demonstrated a gracefulness that escaped most people.

The stranger was in no hurry to answer, which irritated Austin more. He was about to ask the man again when the stranger removed his glasses.

“Actually gringo, I am here because there es something you need.”

What? Several possibilities flooded Austin’s mind, but despite the number of solutions he could think of for this man being here, one seemed most likely, which was why he muttered a prayer under his breath.

The stranger lifted the underside of his left forearm, showing a tattoo of a gold nugget pierced by a dagger. Austin knew it was the symbol of Coronado’s Cartel.

“What are you doing here? If you are seen, it could ruin everything.”

“I am here because you have nearly ruined our arrangement.”

“You know this man?” The blonde, who was already a nuisance, was at it again.

Austin was ready to tell the woman to get off his property when Angie stepped forward and took his arm. 

“Perhaps we should talk in the house.”

“Si.”
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Austin led the stranger and Angie into the kitchen they used to prepare the guests’ meals. The kitchen was small but efficient and capable of serving banquets for up to twenty-five guests. Everything was stainless steel and new. Austin chose a position in front of his small walk-in freezer. He folded his arms across his chest and took a strong stance with his legs spread. He was preparing for a fight. 

Angie noticed Austin’s body language and feared what may come of it. She was thankful when the stranger moved to a countertop and nonchalantly leaned against it. After taking tobacco and paper from a pouch in his pants pocket, he started making a cigarette.

“Don’t smoke in my house.”

The stranger continued to act casually as if he had recently climbed from bed after a Sunday afternoon nap. 

“Your house gringo? I believe it es Coronado’s house. After all, he makes what you call it? La mortgage payment.”

Austin stomped across the kitchen towards the stranger before Angie could intervene. “Coronado’s house?”

In a movement so quickly, neither Austin nor Angie could believe a man this lethargic could ever make, the stranger drew a concealed knife from behind his back and slashed Austin’s cheek. Next, he threw Austin to the floor and placed a foot on his chest while holding the knife against his throat.

A fine line of blood appeared on Austin’s left cheek and started running toward the floor. Angie stood across the room with her mouth open. She was stunned, everything had happened so quickly, and now she was scared that this stranger would kill Austin, and she felt powerless to stop it. 

“Now listen, my new amigos. What I speak es la truth. We all know why I am here and allow me to say you are both lucky. Normally when a payment comes up a little light Coronado would simply have had me kill you. Evidently, he was in a good mood, for he instructed me to come here and make sure you choose the right path. The path that will continue to make us all rich and, more importantly, the path that will not get you killed. From now on, I will take part in all the transactions at your resort and ensure we receive what es rightly ours. To get your attention, I killed that horse in your barn. Now you know I am serious.

“I will be living here for some time. You will tell your guests I am an employee. In reality, I will pass my time as I see fit.”

As the stranger spoke, he shifted his eyes from Austin to Angie and took her appearance in. After a moment, the stranger stepped back and replaced the knife behind his back. 

“My name es Javier Miguel. You may call me Jimmy.”
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Chris pulled the Durango into the small gravel parking lot beside the aluminum siding Shady County Sheriff’s Office. While walking from the S.U.V. to the building, a light layer of sweat appeared on his forehead. The weather was unusually hot for early summer, reaching the low nineties with a sticky eight-five percent humidity. Once inside the office, the sweat turned to goosebumps as the air conditioning kept the temperature a steady sixty-eight degrees. 

The first two desks Chris came to were empty as they had been for the past two years. In 2001, The Banwarner Company, the area’s largest employer and manufacturer, nearly went bankrupt and laid off a little over a thousand employees during the next five years, reducing its workforce to a little more than a couple hundred. Everyone in the surrounding counties had felt the devastating financial effects, including the sheriff’s office when they were forced to downsize in 2004 and again in 2008. Since the last layoff, the staff had consisted of a sheriff, four deputies and a single secretary until Chris was hired a little over a year ago.

“Hello, Chris.” 

Chris nodded to Susan, the secretary. She had been with the department for twenty-seven years, nearly as long as Chris had been alive. Her length of service gave her a sense of authority, and certain privileges, such as a smoke break every hour. Along with everybody else, Chris figured she had earned it, so he did his part in making coffee and answering phones when Susan was outside strolling the parking lot with her pack of Newports.

“Susan. Any news from the Zanesville Police Department C.S.I. unit?”

“No. Wyatt had instructed me to keep him informed of what was going on at the ranch. So, after I received your request over the radio, I told him about it, and he said he would make the call. Said there were a couple of things he wanted to discuss with the Z.P.D. Captain anyway. About twenty minutes later, he came out of his office and told me to get a hold of you and have you come back. It would be a while, and he did not want you sitting at the ranch all day, waiting.”

Chris considered the news. He had been worried the Z.P.D. would not place much importance on the matter. The request coming from Wyatt would help.

“What kind of mood is Wyatt in?”

Susan smiled. “Things go that bad at the A&AM? 

“A little hard to say. When he finally showed up at ten, he was happy. I think he must have stopped off and taken a turn with that little blonde banker. However, when I told him where you were, he seemed upset, more so than I expected based on the crime.”

Chris smiled back at Susan and leaned on the counter to glance at the sheriff. Wyatt was in his office with his feet on his desk, leaning back in his swivel faux leather office chair, chatting on his desk phone. It was public knowledge Wyatt had been sleeping around on his wife for at least as long as he had been sheriff, which was going on ten years. The department often joked that Wyatt could win elections because all the women he slept with voted for him.

Other than his promiscuity, Chris admired Wyatt. He wished Wyatt would remain loyal to his wife, especially since he considered Wyatt a second father since his own father, the previous sheriff, was killed in the line of duty. Regardless, Chris was grateful for all Wyatt had done for him and continued to do, so he kept his mouth shut and looked the other way when Wyatt was late because he was spending time with one of his flings.

While Chris talked to Susan, Wyatt swung around in his chair and spotted Chris. Through the glass windows, Wyatt motioned Chris into his office with a wave of his hand.

Chris winked at Susan and headed for Wyatt. Entering the office, Wyatt motioned for Chris to close the door behind him and take a seat.

“Yes, dear, I will be sure to stop by and ah drop off the deposit after work today. Say four o’clock at the usual branch.”

As hard as Wyatt was smiling and trying to hide his joy, it was not difficult to imagine who he was really talking to and his intentions. Listening to Wyatt ramble on to one of his mistresses, Chris could not help but wonder why so many women found him irresistible. Sizing Wyatt up, Chris figured the sheriff was well past fifty, a good six foot two inches and only slightly overweight. 

Chris knew the blonde Wyatt was rumored to be sleeping with and a couple of other women Wyatt had been involved with. They were attractive women ranging from their mid-twenties to late thirties. Based on appearances, Chris could not figure out how the sheriff did so well for himself. About then, Wyatt hung up the phone and reached up to pat down a few strands of hair that reluctantly clung to the top of his head after most of his hair had long since given up and headed elsewhere.

“You just get back from the A&AM Ranch?” As he spoke, Wyatt shifted forward in his chair to rest his elbows on his desk. His interest and eagerness in Chris’s reply were obvious.

“Yeah.” Chris exchanged an uncomfortable stare with Wyatt. Chris knew Wyatt expected and deserved a full report. However, Chris was reluctant. He no longer had a relationship with Austin or Angie, but he had plenty of history with them. Regardless of what they had said at their ranch, Chris was convinced he knew them well enough to know there was something more going on and if they refused to talk about it, he feared it would cause them harm if he brought attention to it. 

As a compromise, Chris decided to only share the facts. “As the call said, a horse was stabbed to death with a pitchfork. I questioned everybody present. Radioed into dispatch and made a request for the Z.P.D. C.S.I. unit to go over the scene. I waited until Susan called me back, saying that I needed to head to the office. Susan told me that you personally made the call. I appreciate it. What did they say?”

Wyatt nodded as if it was the response he expected. “He looked at his desk, reached out, and moved a notepad from the center to the side of the desk. “The guy in charge of the C.S.I. unit was a loudmouth with an inflated sense of self-worth. He kept whining about their workload. I eventually reached out to his captain. He said he would see what they could do and get back to me. He owes me a few favors, so I figure they are on their way out there now.”

“I appreciate the help, but shouldn’t I have remained there? What if someone tampers with the crime scene?”

Wyatt showed a small smirk. “I appreciate your dedication, Chris. Let’s look at this for what it is. A trail riding horse was killed. In this down economy, people are giving them away. I hate to say it, but it is not worth any money. We already checked, and there is no insurance policy, so there is no reason for the Michaels to have killed it. Yes, it is a crime, and I would love to catch the S.O.B. who did it, but it is not worth the manpower to babysit the ranch all day. Our budget is tight.”

Neither of them spoke for a few moments until Wyatt prompted Chris. “Suspects?”

Again, Chris felt a pang of conflict as he debated if he should share everything. As before, he held back. So, despite being sure that Austin and Angie had lied to him, Chris retold the story about the drifter and led Wyatt to believe he thought it was most likely the truth.

The silence hung heavy in the air as Chris waited for him to reply. Finally, Wyatt leaned back, stressing the spring in his desk chair. After he rested his feet on his desk, he smiled.

“Very well. I agree it probably was some pissed off drifter who is no longer in the state. Complete your paperwork to make it official and knock off early today. You deserve it.

“In fact, if I was you, son, I would head over to the Hollow’s Tavern for happy hour. A young officer like yourself could probably even scare up a fine piece of ass.”

Deserve it? Chris had lied to his supervisor and failed to identify any potential suspects. In his opinion, he had not done anything to earn an early afternoon, and in his fourteen months of being back in the county, Wyatt had never told him to take off early. Knowing it would do him no good to question his good fortune, Chris nodded to his superior, stood and left the office without looking back.
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The nail was only halfway home when the hammer glanced off at a bad angle and bent it over. 

“Shit.” Chris flipped the hammer around, yanked the nail out and threw it in a scrap bucket. It was the third nail he had bent, and there were no more than twenty freshly driven. He thought about throwing the hammer and instead dropped it into the bucket near his feet. Stepping back, he took in the tack room he was refinishing in his stable. New rough-cut lumber lined two walls while warped plywood still covered the remaining two. 

Since he had returned home fourteen months ago, Chris had been pounding nails, cutting boards, painting, staining, and everything else that could be done to repair and remodel a ranch, and yet the place wasn’t half down. When Chris left for college, he thought he would never be gone more than the four years it would take to get his degree. 

When his father was killed, Pine Ridge started to lose its appeal. Then after things went sour with Angie and Austin, it was the last place he wanted to be. His trips home were fewer and farther between until he seldom made it home. Then a little over a year ago, he received a call that his mother had been killed by a burglar in the house he grew up in. It was a hard night as she was the last family, he had alive, and he had not been there to help her. The grief of knowing his mother had died alone and he could have prevented it was as bad as anything he had experienced. 

The grief and funeral were his reason for returning home, but his rage made him stay. The day after his mother was buried, he called his police captain in Louisville, Kentucky and told him he would not be returning. Within a week, he moved his things home and was sleeping in his childhood bedroom. Despite the limited budget the Shady County Sheriff’s Department had, Wyatt was able to find a spot for the son of his former boss and friend.

The months since had seen Chris repairing his family ranch that had fallen into despair, working every angle on each robbery that came along, and trying to bury his pain by drinking and stringing together one-night stands, he refused to let go much further. 

His habits and routines were not healthy, but it was something he could live with until today when he encountered Angie and Austin. When he moved home, he knew the day would come when he would cross paths with them. He often wondered if it would be at the hardware store, a gas station, or if perhaps he would pull them over for speeding without knowing it was them until it was too late. What he never imagined was being called to their ranch to investigate a crime.

Strawberries. Even now, several hours later, that damn smell was still
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