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      With the foothills of the Three Brothers Mountains behind him, Fortune “Fort” Besingame rode awestruck toward the colorful prairie before him He might be exhausted, his vision blurry, his eyes dry, but he'd never stop appreciating the view. The sun was rising and coloring the landscape in bursts of yellows, blues, and lavender. Fort scanned the flat space ahead, the last gap between him and his mother's ranch. Home. He could barely make out the dark speck in the distance, but there it was waiting for him. Like a lighthouse beacon on a stormy night. He'd only been living here full-time for the last five years but, in truth, it had always felt like home. His soul breathed better here.

      Fort sat back in the saddle and let the reins go slack. He, or his trusty stead more like, could find his way to the ranch with his eyes closed. The land, the people, heck, even the cows, called to him. He felt their pull deep in his core.

      A Texan by birth and for most of his formidable years, he was well aware that his inclination to call Wyoming “home” and feel that truth right to the bone were considered traitorous to others from the great Lone Star State. Yet, saying anything else was a lie. Maybe it was the changing seasons or the granite mountains. The gray wolves that roamed the land and called out each night for their pack. He loved it all, even the wavy grass of the prairies, dry as they were this year. Mostly, it was because there were few things in life that took his breath away. Sunrise or sunset during any season in Wyoming was one. A willing and eager woman with open arms was another. Not that he'd had the latter in a long while.

      Snorting at the irony, Fort rubbed the back of his hand across his brow; a fine layer of dust that coated his skin scratched both his hand and face. He was in no state to come home to a woman even if he did have one. Currently, the only woman in his life was Ma, and he'd set it up that way. After his eight-year stint in the Navy, Fort had craved the peace and solitude that came with working on the family ranch, and he wasn't tired of it yet.

      Even at times like this, when one day seemed to stretch into the next, he enjoyed them. Yesterday, he'd worked the ranch in the morning, done his shift with the county in the afternoon, and returned home to quickly saddle up and ride out to the herd before sunset. He'd do much of the same today without so much as a complaint because, when he put his head on his pillow at night, he knew, unequivocally, good work had been done. It didn't matter that there wasn't enough time for anything more than work or ranching.

      Nope, no women for Fort. None at the ranch, that is. He kept his dalliances to cities away from home when he went to livestock auctions. They were simple, short, and no strings. There was little free time in his life as it was, and adding a girl who required attention and affection was not how he wanted to spend that time.

      The ranch house grew closer. Fort knew his faithful stallion, Diego, was as anxious to get home as he was. Lucky for Diego, he'd get to chill in his stall the rest of the day. While Fort only had enough time to wash the grime and dust from his body, wolf down a quick meal—his stomach growled in response to the thought—then grab about four hours of shuteye before starting his midday shift. Only this time as one of the county's deputies. He'd pull a twelve-hour shift before coming home and falling into bed for six hours of sleep.

      Fort licked his dry, chafed lips and ignored the exhaustion. It was best to focus on what he could have since twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep wasn't gonna happen for him. He decided on bacon. He was a man who'd do just about anything for bacon. Diego picked up his pace, and before he knew it, he'd arrived at the house his ancestors had lived in for over one hundred years. Relaxing his thighs, he nudged Diego lightly with his heels and the horse broke into a trot.

      “I'll give you extra oats, my friend,” Fort promised as he rubbed his companion's neck. The horse's ears twitched.

      The ride had been a dusty, dry one. Autumn had been overly wet and had carried that trend into winter, but with spring had come an unusual dryness of the land, shocking in contrast to the colder months battling floods. Fresh growth was everywhere, and normally that was a good thing since the cattle sure liked the tall, thick grass, but the underlying dry earth worried him. His mind jumped to last night's problem. A missing cow. One. Uno. No carcass to be found that would explain a mountain lion or coyote. No sign that anyone had taken off with it either. To say it was odd was an understatement. Cattle rustlers didn't make off with only one cow unless it was a prized breeding one, but this one wasn't special by any means. Just another future steak. Yet, eight years spent as a military cop, many of those years in the sandbox, had honed his instincts, taught him to listen to his gut. Over there, paying attention was a matter of survival; here it was a matter of the ranch's. With the missing cow, those instincts were on full pinging mode. Force Protection Delta, as the military used to say when they were on high alert. Something wasn't right.

      Fort blew a deep breath through his nose, quelling his unease and frustration. Little more irritated the living hell out of him other than not possessing one single clue. He liked resolution. Getting to the bottom of a puzzle. No lingering questions. This missing cow? He didn't like, no sir.

      As he and Diego drew closer to the large shotgun-style log cabin that was his family's homestead, he noticed the sheriff's car in the drive. It wasn't unlike Sheriff Tinsdale to stop by and chew the fat with Ma. He was her godfather, after all. In the barn, Fort gave Diego a good rub down and some extra oats. Once Diego was settled, Fort thanked the animal by rubbing his muzzle, murmuring some kind words, and then with his hands on his lower back, arched, yawning with the stretch. A grumble from his stomach broke the silence, and Fort chuckled. Fatigue and hunger were battling it out.

      He eyed the heavy wood door at the far end of the barn that led to his small studio apartment, complete with ode de animal. Behind that door was his soft bed, a hell of a step up from the hard ground last night. Another growl from his stomach ended the debate, and Fort headed for the house, pushing thoughts of his bed aside. He'd pop in, say hello, cram his face full of food, and get to bed as fast as possible.

      Going through the back door, Fort entered directly into the kitchen where Ma and Sheriff Tinsdale sat at the large harvest table, solemn looks on their faces.

      “What's happened?” Fort asked before he'd even closed the outside door. He'd left his stepfather, Paul, and half-brother, Matias, back with the cattle near the foothills. Maybe the missing cow had been animal related after all, and Paul and Matias had come across it. Fort mentally plotted the fastest path to get back to them. “Are Paul and Matias okay?”

      “Yes, they're fine. But you're correct. Something has happened, and it's both good and bad,” his mom, Saira, said. “Have a seat. I'll get you something to eat.” She stood and pulled out a high-back chair.

      Fort eased his tired body down, then reached for the carafe of coffee sitting in the middle of the table. Sheriff T slid him a mug.

      “Here's the deal, son. You know it's been hard on Bitsy and myself with the kids being so far away and not getting in any time with our grandkids,” Tinsdale said, then sipped at his coffee. Bitsy, the sheriff's wife and dispatcher for the department, had recently come back from Florida where she'd helped their youngest daughter with her three children while she was in the hospital having number four. It hadn't taken a detective to see Bitsy's unhappiness once she returned.

      Fort nodded. “Yes, sir.” He shoved three strips of bacon in his mouth from the plate Ma put before him. He loved her for loading the plate high with eggs, hash browns, and a fist full of bacon.

      “I've been speaking with your mother about it. Bitsy and I don't want your ma feeling like we're abandoning her—”

      “And I don't,” Ma said. Fort didn't have to look to know she had rolled her eyes. Her tone said it all. “You all were here for me after my parents died. Helped me keep this place going. I will never be able to express my gratitude for that, but Paul and I can manage this.”

      Ma had married Paul the summer of Fort's sixteenth year. It hadn't taken Fort long to warm up to the caring, responsible surrogate father.

      “As I was saying before I was interrupted, we don't want her to feel abandoned, but we're gonna move to Florida six months out of the year. Starting this year.”

      Fort stopped chewing and looked between two faces of the people he loved and respected. He appreciated the kindness the Tinsdales were showing to Ma. They'd been a surrogate family to her after her parents passed. Fort knew she looked up to Sheriff T as more of an uncle, as family, and it helped that the Tinsdales' ranch neighbored theirs, too.

      Saira reached across the table and took Tinsdales’ hand. “You'll be back every summer, Uncle Roy. I can't see why you and Aunt Bitsy haven't done it sooner. I'll miss you both, but that just means the six months I have you here will be all the sweeter.”

      Tinsdale patted her hand, his eyes glassy.

      Family was important to Fort's mom. Every Sunday they ate dinner with the Tinsdales; every holiday was spent with them as well. It would be an adjustment for her, no doubt.

      Fort swallowed hard. “When you say starting this year, you'll be finishing out the term, right?” This November was an election year. Tinsdale not running meant big change was coming. Doggone if Fort didn't hate change. It usually disrupted the peace and quiet he liked so much.

      Tinsdale turned his attention to Fort. “I'm not finishing my term. That means there'll be a special election. I'm on my way to file papers for my retirement.” Tinsdale leaned forward, his look pointed. “Words gonna be out today. Though Deke Sutton has been pestering me about it. He's figured Bitsy out, I'm guessing. Bitsy's antsy. No doubt Deke's gonna jump in the fight.”

      Fort slapped his fork against the table and sat back in his chair. Man, his dislike for Deke Sutton was awfully powerful. They'd been butting heads since they were kids. Deke was the one blight on Wolf Creek, Wyoming, in Fort's opinion. He'd been a punk-ass kid back when they were teens. Fort had spent most of his summers with Ma. Those times away from his dad and Brewster, Texas were some of the best of his life. Except for Deke, who lived to make Fort unhappy. Scrawny with an aversion to work, Deke used the art of con and manipulation to get what he wanted, schmoozing people with false platitudes. After college, Deke had joined the sheriff's office as a side job, though did little more than strut around with his badge out. He'd also inherited his family's insurance business, which was his primary job and employed a handful of minions, mostly made up of the troublemakers from the area. Nope, Deke Sutton as sheriff was not a situation that set well with Fort. Not one bit.

      “You know how I feel about Deke, Sheriff.” Fort didn't have to explain why. Tinsdale had been the sheriff back all those summers, eighteen years ago, when Deke had come at Fort with a bat and broke his arm. All over a girl he thought Fort was hitting on. Tinsdale had broken up the fight.

      Tinsdale blinked his rheumy eyes. “I know you do. Why do you think I keep the two of you on different shifts?”

      “Know of anyone else who might be interested in running?” Fort ran through the people in their town and the next one over, Bison's Prairie, and came up short. People were too busy these days trying to make ends meet to take on the full-time sheriff job of a huge county. Fort wasn't sure what he disliked more—Deke taking the job or a stranger coming in and doing it.

      Tinsdale shook his head. “It's too bad you aren't settled with this long-distance girl of yours. You'd be a perfect candidate, but you know how these folks around here are. They want to see a married and settled sheriff.”

      Ah, hell, this again? The curse of a small town was that everyone knew each other's business and believed they had a right to interfere. He'd come home from serving his country, ready to give up living in various ports or manufactured, impermanent housing in sandy countries. He wanted to forget the sounds of exploding IEDs, meals from a bag, and the unending stress of each day's uncertainty. He'd wanted to take a deep breath and not expect something bad to happen every second of everyday. He wanted to shut his eyes and not dream about being on an endless recon mission that went nowhere and did nothing, stuck in a perpetual loop of Hell. And he certainly didn't want to come home and be set up with every single female in the county, some barely over eighteen. Fort had no interest in the sort of relationship that required more work than one night. Out here in nowhere’s land, life was hard, and he had no intention of complicating it with a woman who would eventually leave anyway.

      Inventing a long-distance love had been all kinds of brilliant when he'd come up with it. Kept all the locals nose out of his business. And, for the most part, worked handily. Until now. Fort narrowed his eyes and looked at Tinsdale. “You saying if I were interested in running for sheriff, then I'll need to be married, first? Deke's not married.”

      Tinsdale nodded.

      “But he was,” Ma answered. “And being a widower works in his favor.”

      Fort nearly choked on his bacon. He wouldn't wish losing a loved one on anyone, not even Deke, whose wife died in a car accident a few months after they were married. But that was a handful of years ago, and Deke was no more attached to anyone than Fort was.

      He grunted his frustration. “It's the twenty-first century. You'd think people would get over their old-fashioned beliefs about the sheriff having to be married to be fit to run.” Fort kept his real thoughts to himself. The antiquated backasswards mentality of the good people of Critten County drove him nuts. He was a war veteran, his family owned a ranch, and he had been a deputy for four years now. A darn good one, too. Shouldn't that speak for itself? What did it take to earn these people's respect?

      Tinsdale ran his fingers through his short gray hair. “It's more than that. It's because you weren't raised here. Born here. How can they believe you won't hightail it outta here if you get bored or a better offer? Folks like you Fort. They doubt your commitment to this community is all.”

      Fort snorted. His ancestors had homesteaded here, and yet, because his mother had married a Texan and then divorced him, leaving her nine-year-old behind, he was the outsider. Story of his life, never fitting in anywhere.

      “And Deke looks like a perfect candidate,” Fort said while pushing away his plate.

      “Yup.” Tinsdale nodded. “He still goes to the cemetery and puts flowers on Laura's grave every week. No one thinks he'll leave.”

      “Who knew that deciding a boy should be raised by his father would work against him as an adult?” Ma put a hand on his shoulder. “I'm sorry, Fort. I feel like some of this is my blame.”

      Fort squeezed her arm. “How could you know the future, Ma?”

      “How serious is it with this girl?” Tinsdale asked.

      Fort almost said, “What girl?” but caught himself in time. “Why?”

      Tinsdale raised a brow, as if puzzled Fort couldn't put the pieces together. “Getting married right about now wouldn't be a bad idea if you were wanting to throw in your hat for the sheriff’s job.”

      Fort sat back in his chair and placed his thumb over the twitching part of his upper eye. “Ah, well, I guess we're both so busy we haven't really given it much thought.” He hated lying. Hated the acrid taste that remained in his mouth for days after each lie. Hated that Deke might be the next sheriff and he, Fort Besingame, would be working for him. Hell no, he'd quit. Maybe then he'd get more than six hours of sleep at a time.

      “Maybe you should,” Tinsdale said. “You've been dating her a long time and haven't come across anyone else you want to date. That's something.”

      Fort pushed from the table and nodded. “I'll think about it right after I catch some shuteye. I've got to be at work in a few hours.” He stood. “Though, I reckon asking a girl to get hitched so I can try for a job isn't all that romantic.”

      Ma squeezed his hand. “Sometimes, hon, a reason like that is a far better one than love at first sight. Not that I would change that, because I got you out of the deal.”

      Tinsdale stood. “I'd endorse you, Fort. You know I have full faith in you.”

      “Thank you, sir, I appreciate that.” Jeez, the look of hope in Tinsdale's eyes caused Fort to cringe inwardly. He was half tempted to conjure up a bride right on the spot. As if such things could happen.
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      Fort searched the local database for two reasons: to stay current with the surrounding counties and to see if anything strange might pop up, something to explain the missing cow. Coming up empty, he checked the high priority emails from the state, looked to see if any warrants needed to be served, and then went through the call list, looking for something, anything, that might hint at his missing cow. Not that he or his stepfather had found the carcass of the animal, but he assumed it was out there somewhere. What would explain this nicely would be additional reports of mountain lion attacks.

      The only call logged on the books was a complaint from Mrs. Zykowski about something weird going on around the train tracks late at night that was keeping her up.

      From his periphery, Fort was aware that Deke Sutton was watching him. Fort pretended not to notice. Deke was the sort of man who didn't like to be ignored, and Fort was the type that enjoyed pushing his buttons. He didn't often have the chance since their shift never overlapped. Tonight though, Deke was pulling a second shift. For what reason, who knew? It wasn’t like things were hopping around town. For Fort, business was quiet, too quiet. His trusty gut indicated something was on the horizon, and the quiet wasn't going to stay that way for long.

      “You know why I'm staring at you?” Deke asked.

      Fort logged off his computer and locked the screen; he didn't trust Deke to mind his own business. “I didn't even know you were here, much less staring at me. Is it because you wish you were as devilishly handsome as me?” Fort stood and considered if his perfectly tucked and ironed uniform shirt needed an adjustment. Nope, the Navy had taught him well. He was still looking shipshape.

      Deke snorted. “Why would this town's golden boy wanna look like you, a dirty trail hand?” Deke raised his upper lip. “But if telling yourself those lies gives you comfort, who am I to say anything about that?” The chair let out a loud creak when Deke sat back, resting his arms behind his head. “I was staring at you and wondering if you'll quit the day I get elected sheriff or give your two weeks’ notice. I'm trying to decide which I'd prefer.”

      Fort checked his sidearm, then picked up the manila file on the desk with Mrs. Zykowski's complaint. He glanced at the large analog clock over the front door and decided dinner was in order. It was Wednesday, and Mrs. Zykowski liked to go to the diner for the mini meatloaf and potato special. He could eat and have a quick chat with her. Not much he could do about kids out at night, but he could make Mrs. Zykowski feel that, at the very least, her frustrations were heard. Then he'd drive along the tracks.

      But first he'd deal with Deke. He faced him. “So, you plan on running? Congrats.” He knew Deke was not expecting Fort to be civil. “What makes you think you'll win?”

      Deke shrugged. “Who's gonna run against me? You? You don't have a chance in Hades of winning.”

      “You seem so sure. Bribing voters already? Got some dangling chads all lined up?” Fort looped his thumb in his utility belt.

      “I'm a shoo-in. I was born and raised here. I've never left. Married at the church right across from the square. Wolf Creek is in my blood. These people know it, they know me, and they'll vote for me.”

      “You have zero experience. You only joined the force when I did because I did. But I've got twelve years under my belt.” In a logical world, Fort’s argument made sense. Wolf Creek might not be so logical.

      Deke rubbed his chin. “Yeah, sure. Because that counts. None of that matters because I've got roots and you've got.... What is it you've got? No one here knows. Are you attached to Wolf Creek, or do you have an attachment to another state?”

      Fort curled up his lip. “What in the heck are you talking about? What attachment?”

      “Your girl lives in Texas, right? How you can be committed here when half your heart is across the country? Sure, you've got time in the Navy with law enforcement experience, but—”

      “There should be no ‘but.’”

      “Except there is. You keep yourself detached from our community. You've got a gal we've never met, much less know her name. The veteran card will get you some votes, but not enough, because folks here see you don't belong. They see you don't have roots or act like part of the community. Nope, not you. Darn, Fort, it’s like you're just handing me the job. Too bad because it would be nice if this could get sporty. I'd like an opponent, and I'd like to prove I can smoke that person. I'd prefer that humiliation to go to you. What the heck? You should run anyway.” Deke chuckled and winked.

      Fort guffawed. “You think I want this job? If I did run, you wouldn't be able to keep up with me. I lap you in skill and common sense.”

      “If you had any common sense, you'd have brought that girl of yours here and showed her around town. Now that Tinsdale's told everyone he's not running for re-election, anything you do will look like a pathetic attempt. Which it will be.” Deke nodded, his smile smug.

      Fort cursed that fateful day when he'd made up the girlfriend. He'd done it so flippantly and casually he couldn't even recall the specifics of when and where her inception occurred. One moment he was saying “no” to the constant bombardment of set-up offers, the next the lie was slipping off his tongue. He only wanted it to stop. And it had. The immediate cessation was wonderful. So much that, other than the taste it left in his mouth, he'd found little harm in continuing the white lie, being as vague as possible.

      “I could show up with a three-headed monkey as my woman and still kick your butt in the election. You're an insurance salesman posing as a deputy. Eventually, you'll get tired of playing dress up and move along. You always do. The good people here know that.” Fort let his barb sit for a second. Yeah, it was probably real immature they were holding on to grievances from their teen years, but no sense pretending otherwise. When two highly competitive men are around each other the need to come out on top is primitive. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm off to do some actual work.” He picked up his cover, a dark brown Stetson, from the corner of his desk and fit it on his head. Following a nod, he strolled to the door.

      “Mrs. Zykowski is a lonely woman. There ain't nothing by those tracks but kids. I already spoke with her foreman. He hasn't seen anything, but you go ahead and waste taxpayer dollars on making her feel good. I'll make sure to point that out once we're running against each other,” Deke called.

      Fort let the station door swing closed with a bang and continued his stroll down the street, whistling. Wolf Creek was the quintessential small town, and the walk to the diner was quick. Comprised of four blocks of brick and stone buildings in a square shape, Wolf Creek had everything he needed—a bar, diner, church (a Catholic one, a person had to go the next town over if they were looking for a different denomination or into the big city if they wanted contemporary religion), the courthouse and sheriff's office, a small newspaper, a woman's clothing store, and a flower shop. The feed store sat just beyond the square and provided the men's clothing as well.

      The evening air was cool and refreshing, and though it was almost nightfall, the long days of light made it feel earlier than it was. He stared out at the foothills that led to Yellowstone and fell in love with the town all over again. Having spent eight years in various ports and countries, he learned what home felt like, and it was Wolf Creek. He belonged here. Heck, even Brewster, Texas felt like a place he once visited. Maybe it was all the bad memories. Whatever the reason, he didn't give it much thought. He was happy in Wolf Creek, and that's what counted. Would that change if Deke was sheriff? The man couldn't spot a clue if it was taped to his forehead. He was more concerned with looking good, feeling important, and spouting insurance mumbo-jumbo.

      Fort let out a curse under his breath. He wanted to be sheriff. He wanted to keep this town safe, he wanted to help the town prosper, and a small part of him wanted to make Deke suck it.

      Once at the diner, he greeted the handful of patrons. Mr. Phillips, Mr. James, and Old man Beasley from the town over, Bison's Prairie, sat in a corner, likely one-upping each other with their Vietnam stories. Old man Beasley had survived being mauled by a sick grizzly so he always won the arguments. They got together every Saturday for lunch and Wednesday for dinner.

      He saw his friend Bryce Jacobson and his hugely-pregnant-with-twins wife, Hannah. A horsewoman to the bone, Hannah had found her riding restricted per doctor’s orders and was driving Bryce insane. Not to mention chewing out every other customer at the drugstore they owned. To save their marriage and their relations with the townspeople, he and Bryce had concocted a plan to keep her busy. Hannah, also a whiz at spreadsheets, was compiling information regarding station calls and crimes in the area. Tonight, he was handing her information from the other cities and would later look for commonalities.

      “Bryce,” Fort said and slapped his friend on the back. “How are you Hannah? You look stunning.”

      “I look like a ginormous hippo. And you are a liar. If I had any energy, I'd slap you upside the head.” As soon as the words were out, she turned crimson red. “I'm sorry, Fort. I'm just miserable, and I think it's unfair that everyone else isn't.”

      “If it’s any consolation, Bryce is miserable, too.” Fort said.

      Bryce said in a rush of words, “Not because of you, dear, but because I know you are.”

      “Oh, shut up,” she said, then buried her head in her hands.

      “Hannah, I have the other town's numbers. You want them or should I—”

      “Give them,” she said with her hand out, fingers wagging.

      Fort handed her the thumb drive. “Thanks for this.”

      “You want to join us?” Bryce asked with a pleading tone.

      “Sorry, I'm here to see someone.”

      Hannah said, “Well, we know it’s not a girl since you keep all that close. Just once I'd like to know about this woman of yours who can keep your attention from across the country.”

      Fort smiled, keeping it tight-lipped.

      “Just go,” she said. “If you can't even indulge a woman who is so miserable and will soon shoot watermelons out her—”

      “I'm off,” Fort said backing away. “Enjoy your dinner, and thanks, Hannah.”

      She dismissed him with a flick of her hand. Fort felt bad for his buddy but, hey, these were the consequences of messing around with women.

      Fort scanned the dinner. He found Mrs. Z in a booth by herself in the back. Wednesday was a never-fail.

      Her white hair sported pink tips, and he couldn't help but notice her Stetson had been bedazzled. Her colorful appearance matched her personality.

      “Evening, Mrs. Zykowski,” Fort said and took off his hat, dipping his head slightly in greeting.

      “Evening, Fortune. Catch any bad guys today?” She'd been widowed last year, and her only son had split town for parts unknown. Poor Mrs. Z was out there all alone most days with only her hired help for company. She ran a small herd, growing smaller every year, and Fort wondered how much longer she had in her. Bison's Prairie had a nice senior resort with bingo every Thursday. He knew this because she'd told him about it once. Since her land abutted his on the east, Fort made a mental note to ride through and check on her in a day or so.

      “No ma'am, no bad guys to be had. Mind if I join you?”

      Her face lit up. “I would love that.”

      He caught the waitress Sally’s eye. “I'll have the special, please,” he said as he slid into the booth, then adjusted his sidepiece so it wasn't digging into his ribs. Next to hers, he set his hat upside down so it rested on the crown.

      She leaned forward. “Did you hear about the nonsense on the tracks last night? So loud and using filthy words.”

      Fort raised his brows. “You could hear what they said?”

      “Occasionally, when they would yell, but mostly no. Kept me up all hours. I thought about shooting a gun out there to scare them off but”—she tapped her glasses—“with these old peepers, I was afraid I'd hit someone.”

      “I'm glad you didn't. I'll ride out in a bit and have a look. About what time was it last night?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Well, let me see. The news had ended. I know this because I sleep with the TV on, and when they woke me, I saw that one of those bad commercials selling junk was on. What do they call them?”

      Fort knew she'd stay stuck searching for the name if he didn't move her along. “Infomercials.”

      “Yes, those,” she said, pointing a quick finger at him. “Dumbest thing ever, those infomercials. Except I did see one with a vacuum that looked good and another with an easy way to cut up salad.”

      “You up late a lot?”

      “I think my afternoon naps are messing up my sleep,” she said. “But I really like them.”

      “I'll go out after the news ends and hang out a bit tonight.” He'd be off work by then, but Fort believed a lawman was never really off the clock. Besides, it was only a handful of miles beyond his house.

      Mrs. Z patted his hand. “You're a good boy, Fortune. I appreciate you looking into this. When I called it in, that Sutton boy took my information, and I could tell he didn't believe me.” She nodded several times for added emphasis. “But he was always like that as a child, too.”

      “Like how?”

      Mrs. Z sat back in the booth and clutched the handles of her purse. “Blasé. Why shouldn't he be, though? Everything's always gone his way. Even as a child. It all came easy. He never thought he could be hurt.” She shook her head. “Losing Laura was an awful way to get a taste of how life really is, but still don't see him breaking his old ways all that much.”

      Fort thought about her words, tapping his finger on the cheap laminate of the tabletop. “He just told me he was running for sheriff.”

      Mrs. Z snorted, then instantly sobered. “Well, he has been here his whole life. Maybe he's finally growing up. I'll admit he's not been in any trouble since high school, even if he does come across a bit like Eddie Haskell. Do you even know who that is?”

      In a blink, Fort witnessed how quickly the mindset of the town went from disapproving to acceptance. “Yes, they still show reruns of Leave it to Beaver.”

      “It's not like he could destroy the town if he won,” she said, then oh'd when Sally placed their hot plates of meatloaf before them.

      Fort knew she spoke from naiveté. He'd seen an elected official use a town as his own bank and sit over the locals like an emperor, taking from their pockets.

      They ate in silence a few bites before Fort cast his lure. “Deke said he'd love for me to run so he can beat me.”

      Mrs. Z smiled. “You'd be a wonderful sheriff. Much like Sheriff Tinsdale. But do you plan on staying? No one ever knows.” She didn't wait for an answer and returned to eating.

      “I’m planning to stay. I like it here.” Had he never said that to anyone other than his mother before?

      “Well, that's good news. We sure like having you around. Maybe once you get settled, you could run against Deke in the future.”

      Fort wasn't sure how much more settled he needed to be. Heck, the only time he left the town or county was for official business or to go to the livestock auctions for the ranch. “What makes a person settled?”

      She wiped her mouth with the corner of her napkin and considered his question. “I suppose it’s owning a home, looking for a wife, having some kids who go to school here.”

      “Deke doesn't have kids.”

      “But he owns his own home.”

      Fort sat back in the booth and repressed the urge to huff. “He inherited his family's ranch.”

      “True. He also has his business on main street.”

      “Also inherited.”

      Mrs. Z nodded. “He can't just grab his bedroll and hotfoot it out of town.”

      Now it was his turn to consider her words. He supposed from her perspective, it did look like he could just hightail it out any time he wanted.

      “Too bad you and that long-distance gal of yours ain't serious,” Mrs. Z said while smoothing the napkin in her lap.

      “What makes you think we aren’t?” He felt like a fool having a conversation about a make-believe person but, hell, it was time to chum the waters. See what surfaced.

      “Fortune Besingame, if you were to bring that girl here—what's her name?”

      Fort smiled coyly.

      “See! That's what I mean. If you were to bring her here, maybe things would be different. Maybe people wouldn't feel like you were gonna run off to be with her.”

      “What? No. That's crazy. I love it here.”

      Mrs. Z crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, how would we know? You won't even tell us her name.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Maybe you love her more than Wolf Creek.”

      “If I brought her here, wouldn't it look like a lame attempt to beat Deke?” Deke's dig had bothered Fort.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe it would show folks your intentions. They'd get to see a side of you they want to see.”

      When Sally put the check on the table, Fort reached for it as Mrs. Zykowski pushed it toward him. “I'm gonna let you treat me,” she said.

      “That was always my plan.” He smiled at her. “Thanks for the conversation, Mrs. Z.”

      “Think about what I said, and don't forget to come by tonight if you see something out there. I'm sure I'll be up.” She slid from the booth; her boots were bedazzled to match her hat.  She then moved to stand by him and reached out to pat his shoulder. “You're a good boy, Fortune. Tell your mother I said hello.” She turned to Sally and called, “Bundle me up some of that pie, Sally, and put it on Fort's ticket.” She chuckled as she shuffled away.

      Well, hell, he was knee deep in a shit sandwich now. His girl may not exist, but he did have a friend who might be able to produce a real one for him. And now that he had the stupid idea, he couldn't stop ruminating over it. He couldn't even see any of its flaws, and that scared the piss out of him.
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