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        Not much happens in Abel Daunt’s neck of the woods. For as long has he’s lived in central Florida and worked as a sheriff’s deputy, the people are as boring as the land.

      

        

      
        A place of swamps and sleepy orange groves.

      

        

      
        But now something’s afoot. Suddenly, outsiders are buying up land. And the money they’re throwing around is enough to stir up the murky waters where alligators dwell.

      

        

      
        Enough to turn buddy against buddy, sons against fathers, blood against blood.

      

        

      
        Abel’s too busy running down a murderer to ask the big question: What are they building?

      

        

      
        No one knows. But it’s going to be something…major.
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        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews

      

        

      
        Get the Newsletter: JosephDAgnese.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY JOSEPH D’AGNESE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fiction

        Jersey Heat

        The Mesmerist

        Ear of God

        The Marshal of the Borgo

        Murder on Book Row

        Sorceress Kringle

        Arm of Darkness (short stories)

        Daggyland collections (short stories)

      

        

      
        Nonfiction

        Signing Their Lives Away

        Signing Their Rights Away

        Stuff Every American Should Know

        The Money Book for Freelancers

        The Scientist & the Sociopath

        Speaking My Sleuth collections (essays)

        The Indiana Jones Handbook

      

        

      
        For Children

        Blockhead: The Life of Fibonacci

        American History Comic Books

      

      

    

  


  
    
      MAJOR BLUECASTLE

      A CRIME SHORT

    

    
      
        JOSEPH D’AGNESE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: NutGraf Productions LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Main Feature

        

        
          
            Major Bluecastle

          

        

      

      
        Request from the Author

      

      
        
          Bonus Content

        

        
          
            Excerpt of MURDER ON BOOK ROW

          

          
            1. Batter Up

          

          
            2. Snoops Among the Dead

          

          
            3. Enter the Yup

          

          
            Excerpt of THE MARSHAL OF THE BORGO

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAIN FEATURE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAJOR BLUECASTLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every day when Abel Daunt got off shift he made a point of changing out of his uniform and driving the Impala—his own damn car—out to one of his usual spots for his evening refreshment. Didn’t matter where. Apopka, Winter Garden, maybe Clermont, in the shadow of the orange juice factories. He favored corner stores where the proprietors and their barely smiling daughters got to know his face but still didn’t know his name.

      When he was younger, fresh home from the Pacific, he used to content himself with pints. Now he was thirty-seven, sandy-haired and tall, and took his pleasure in the full fifth. Each afternoon he placed the bottle in the trunk of his vehicle, next to his duffel bag, and headed back home to Orlando.

      He prided himself on keeping no other liquor in the house. He was not his father, stashing stuff in the rafters of the garage over the drill press. His father had been a drunkard, after all, and that’s what they did—they slunk.

      It was 1964 and a Texan sat in the White House. Daddy had died in 1957, only seven years ago, leaving Abel the bungalow on Harwood Street. Abel had bought himself a single, upholstered chair for the living room. The chair was boxy, and he liked how it continued to hold him upright when he started to nod off. His father had bought a massive television set, but the thing was always on the fritz. Abel much preferred the radio, anyway. He liked to sit in the dark listening to the ballgames, the nightly news, and Big Band music.

      He had no other vices. Didn’t smoke, didn’t run with low women, didn’t blow his pay on the cinema, didn’t neglect his nutrition. By 7:00 p.m. most nights he had himself a frozen dinner. On more ambitious evenings he did a steak grilled hot and quick with butter in a cast-iron skillet at 500 degrees in the oven, followed by a salad drenched in Caesar dressing.

      Come morning he disposed of the empty bottle with the evening trash before his neighbors were even up. He dressed for work—black tie, khaki shirt, dark trousers, Stetson—and was at the sheriff’s office by 6:00 a.m.

      At night before he drifted off to sleep, he briefly imagined that his mother would have approved of him. He had learned to do shame right.

      
      The lizard was a bitty little thing, shiny green and blue in the November sun. It scampered across the dead man’s face, wriggling its shoulders and hips. Not finding a lick of warmth, it lit out across the grasses toward a patch of saw palmettos.

      The dead man didn’t seem to mind. He stared up at the clear blue sky with a look of supreme contentment. He was an older fellow. Bald, gray, sixties. Jeans. Plaid shirt under a work jacket. Wide-brimmed hat that still clung firmly to his scalp.

      The shotgun lay only inches from his grip. Daunt figured it was the same gun that had nearly bisected the old fellow.

      “Money in the wallet?” Daunt asked.

      The younger deputy looked like a frightened cat. Hair red as copper filings. “Wallet’s there,” he said, pointing toward the man’s hip. “Empty. Was probably a robbery.”

      Daunt snorted. He could think of better places to lift a man’s wallet. They were standing in the middle of nowhere. The scrub and pinelands a few miles southwest of Orlando proper. The air ripe with the scent of swamp. Gnarled, neglected orange trees dotted the landscape. When Daunt peered between the rows of trees, he could tell that the roominess of the land ended somewhere north in a wall of barbed wire fencing. Judging from the looks of the long-dead trees, a freeze had swept through and the owners had chucked it all.

      “This his land?”

      The younger deputy shook his head. “Name’s Nathan Hutte. Old timer. Lived about two miles west. Forty-acre ranch, I gather. Think he’s mostly given it up. I didn’t see but two head of cattle over there.”

      “Did you hear what I asked? This his property?”

      “Not real sure on that. But I don’t think so, no.”

      Daunt wanted to take these young-bloods aside sometime and teach them the value of precision. They would drive him crazy with their pointless equivocation. “So he was trespassing.”

      “Well, deer hunting.”

      “Still: Trespassing,” Daunt said. “Who found him?”

      “Truck’s been parked out by the state highway three days straight. Neighbors got concerned. He’s been living alone since his wife died twelve years back.”

      “So he’s been here three days?”

      Water swished loudly in the marsh at Daunt’s back.

      The deputy stepped back. “Gators,” he said, nodding. “He’s lucky he didn’t get eaten lying here all this time.”

      Daunt peered into the eyes of the gut-shot man. “Oh yeah. He’s real lucky.”

      
      Daunt pulled his cruiser up to a low-slung commercial building not far from Lake Eola downtown. The building might have been a residence at some time in its history. Now its pink stucco exterior was streaked with chalky, efflorescent spots, and weeds sprouted in the long driveway.

      A man in a gray suit was using a rubber mallet to pound a for-sale sign into the dusty turf out front. The sign read, Wm. FITCH REALTY.

      “You would be Bill Fitch?” Daunt asked, slamming the cruiser door.

      The guy whirled. “Jesus heck,” he said. “You scared the holy hell out of me, mister.” He was in his forties. Slicked-back hair. Thin, except for the hard paunch pressing against the fabric of his dress shirt. His eyes peered over the tops of some expensive sunglasses. “There a problem, Officer?”

      “Deputy. It’s about a guy name of Nathan Hutte. You know him?”

      “Should I?”

      Daunt waited. Fitch’s face was pale and clammy, pores wide as hubcaps. Daunt knew the type.

      “What’s this about?”

      The deputy shifted his weight, tried to look taller than his six-three frame. “You’re telling me you had no dealings with a fellow name of Nathan Hutte, who lives southwest of town? Rancher out by some citrus groves on the old state highway?”

      Fitch’s mouth went stiff. He thrust his chest out in a way that made Daunt want to slap those glasses off his face. “I might. I know a lot of people. It’s my business to know people. Old timers, ranchers, people like that. If they’re looking to sell, I’m usually interested, or someone else is.”

      “Who said he was old?”

      “Uh—”

      From his front shirt pocket Daunt produced a stack of business cards and fanned them out in front of Fitch’s face. “You been busy out that way, haven’t you, Bill? Mr. Hutte had this card of yours on his person. But these? Found them tucked into the screen doors of at least four farmhouses out that way.” He held one of the cards up to the sun and squinted to read the words scrawled on it in pencil. “‘Would love to speak to you about a unique opportunity. Please call. Looking forward, Bill Fitch.’ Well, aren’t you just the harbinger of opportunity, Billy-boy?”

      The realtor swung the mallet at his hip, shaking his head and chuckling awkwardly. “Look. I don’t know what you’re getting at, okay? Is it a crime to talk to folks about selling their land? Is it? You tell me, because I thought this was America and a gentleman could pursue any avenue toward making himself a living. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Officer⁠—”

      “Deputy.”

      “Look, I don’t know how long you’ve lived here…”

      “Born and raised.”

      “Okay. That’s swell. You know what happened out there years ago, Mr. Deputy, sir? Bunch of smart-asses from up north carved that territory up into tiny parcels, sold them out to stupid northerners who didn’t know Florida from a shithole in Phoenix, Arizona. Folks chasing the high life. Thought they was gonna move down here, plant themselves some orange trees and live off the fat of the land. Didn’t happen.”

      Daunt shrugged. “Happened for some.”

      Fitch snorted. A weird grin appeared on his face, revealing crooked teeth. “Well, let’s just say all did not prosper, okay? Nothing out that way but swamp, gators, skeeters.”

      “Welcome to Skeeter County, huh?”

      That had been the original name of the county before folks got an urge to prettify.

      “Exactly! Exactly! You know your history. I’m glad to see it. Well, lot of them buyers never did anything with that property. It’s just sitting out there. Doing nothing.”

      “And you’re the fellow’s gonna make all their dreams come true?”

      “I might be. Again: not a crime.” Fitch paused. For a moment he appeared to be questioning the wisdom of nervously swinging a mallet in the company of an officer of the law. “Just what is this about?”

      “Hutte got himself cut in half with a shotgun.”

      The mallet dropped. Fitch snatched off his sunglasses. He looked as if he were about to vomit onto the weed-infested, unmowed lawn. “Holy hell,” he said. Then the glasses went back on and he was back to being his asshole self. “That’s terribly, terribly tragic. Am I free to go?”

      
      Hutte had left all his land, livestock, and earthly possessions to his only living relation—his son, Jasper Hutte. Judging from the date of the last will and testament they’d found in a lockbox, the will had been made out shortly after the death of Hutte’s wife. Much as Daunt detested talking to lawyers, he was hoping to learn more, but Hutte’s attorney had preceded him in death. A bad ticker. The lawyer’s office was still there in the central business district, now occupied by a somewhat younger attorney, a thirtyish, rotund man in a light suit that made him look like a cotton broker from the last century. “You’ll want to talk to the girl,” he sniffed. “You know what happens when sole practitioners die? Judge picks a name out of the hat and makes one of us trustees for the deceased’s papers. It’s that arbitrary. Swear to the good Lord, I’ll never do it again. Too much trouble. Relatives who misplace critical documents and folks like you
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