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      Cory Keller had found the perfect place from which to kill.

      The rental truck coasted to a stop in a small clearing beside the forest. Crisp morning air stung his nose as he stepped onto the roadside, threaded an arm through the strap of a scoped rifle and swung it behind him.

      The truck’s tailgate dropped to reveal a canvas kit bag. Keller sifted through its contents and checked them oﬀ against the list in his mind; protein bars and water, rope, a small tarp, binoculars, lighter fluid, and a blanket for warmth. The rifle and spare ammunition were checked earlier, but he still brushed his palm against the top of the razor-sharp knife wedged into a leather pouch on his belt.

      He had everything needed for a prolonged stake out, except the one thing he couldn’t pack. Patience.

      Keller looped the binocular strap over his head and stepped over a small wooden rail that divided the roadside from the entrance to a dense forest. A gravel bank sloped away to a well-trodden path that cut through the tree line and disappeared into darkness. He slid down the bank, swiped the smaller branches aside and began the walk to his destination, taking each turn by memory.

      On this day for the past two years, Keller had made the same trip, checked in at the same local inn, and followed the same trail.

      After a five-minute walk, he reached the place he’d visited the day before. The sun climbed steadily as he began his own climb up a makeshift ladder, twenty feet into a mature tree. Five minutes later, he was buckled safely into his deer stand.

      The forest’s canopy of greens and browns stretched out before him, becoming more vivid as the sun rose. The path he’d taken earlier snaked away to his left and back to the road. Behind him, an old wooden fence cut oﬀ the forest from old farmland surrounding a block of disused red metal barns and shelters. To the right, another path wound out of sight after a few feet, this one beaten firm with hoof prints. The stand oﬀered a good, all-round view, and he knew his prey passed this way; he just needed to blend in and be silent. Be patient.

      As Keller reached for a protein bar, the bruised orange sun slumped toward the horizon. It had been a long day with few chances, and he began to doubt his preparation. Almost eight hours had passed since the first encounter. It was mid-morning when a target presented itself. He steadied the rifle, a Marlin 1894, and settled the scope’s crosshairs where he knew the deer’s heart and lungs to be. At this range, the sleek ten-point buck made a big and beautiful target. Beige dappling in its brown fur looked like bleach marks on dark silk, and its wet nose twitched as it searched the forest air for familiar scents.

      He slowed his breathing and recalled his father’s lessons. Once relaxed, he breathed out and squeezed the trigger, ready for the rifle’s recoil to bite into his shoulder. Before the motion was complete, a startled bird flew across his field of vision.

      His heart raced at the interruption and, distracted, he eased oﬀ the trigger. Inaccurate shots could cause the deer to suﬀer and leave a blood trail to spook any further animals. No real hunter wanted his prey to suﬀer. He exhaled and raised the scope again.

      The deer had bolted.

      Keller stretched his legs, regained his composure, repositioned his rifle, and settled back to wait for the next opportunity.

      For the rest of the day, he relaxed and enjoyed the contrast between silence and the sounds of the forest. Part of the reason for the long flight to get here was that this forest, at least to him, was the perfect escape. No construction or heavy machinery, no gnarled traﬃc lanes or shouting drivers, just peace and natural beauty.

      As the sun dipped beyond the far tree line, its rays cast intricate patterns over the blanket of trees. The multicolored leaves of the pines and walnut trees bounced a kaleidoscope of colors back to him. Arrows of orange and yellow light shot through any gaps and sparkled against the charcoal black streaks of trunk shadows.

      Mother Nature, the greatest artist on the planet, put on a dazzling show. He enjoyed it as much as the hunt.

      As dusk fell, Keller picked up his binoculars once more and swept the view for signs of life. His sweep presented no targets but, on the swing back to the horizon, movement in the distance snapped him to attention. It was nothing as fluid as a deer, but shadows danced back and forth in the shade of a huge walnut tree. The dim light painted the whole scene a muddy blur and hid whatever caused the movement. As the sun dipped lower, the shadows bent across the forest floor. He stared harder still, but saw nothing, and was about to give up when he heard them.

      Voices. Two of them; one worried and shaky, the other strong, assertive and authoritative. Keller gazed through the lenses again as a man stumbled into the clearing. The guy staggered to a stop and turned to face whoever had pushed him. The distance and natural forest noise masked any words, but the man shrunk with fear and backed away from the tree. Muﬄed shouts echoed as he raised his hands in defense. Without warning, a puﬀ of pink mist shot from the back of his head. His body hung upright for a frozen moment, then crumpled and fell like a dead weight.

      Keller jumped. His stomach leaped, and he dropped the binoculars. Their metal casing clanged against the stand’s front rail.

      “Shit!” he cursed, “what the...”

      In panic, his legs shot out and kicked the kit bag. It slid across the stand and tumbled out of sight. Keller held his breath, and then jumped again as it landed with a thud on the forest floor. He grabbed the binoculars and looked back toward the clearing.

      The man behind the trunk stepped into the open and looked in his direction. From this distance, his features were a blur, but there was something unusual about his appearance. Keller froze and considered his options. He was in a deer stand, twenty feet up a tree, in full camouflage clothing. And, surely to God, he couldn’t have been that noisy.

      He fought the panic and swallowed rising bile, trusted the camouflage, and waited. When he reported this to the authorities, he’d need proof. He reached for his cell phone, and then remembered there was no signal through the dense trees. He’d left it at the Inn.

      Still, he could have taken pictures.

      The man moved toward him. Keller considered standing with his rifle to confront him, to march him back to town like a Sheriﬀ’s Deputy. But, if the man fought back, he doubted he could shoot another human. The man ahead had no such issues.

      Keller slid the rifle strap over his shoulders, unclipped the tether securing him to the stand, and clambered over the edge to the small ladder. His foot searched for the first rung and, with shaking hands, he began his descent. Ten feet below the stand, he heard a shout.

      “Hey! Who’s out there?”

      So much for blending in, and being silent and patient. He took two more shaky steps, threw his rifle to the ground and leaped the last eight feet to the floor. He landed and dropped into a roll. The earth knocked the wind from him, but he snatched up the kit bag and rifle and ran, head down, toward the road.

      Branches whipped his face, and vines grabbed his ankles as he blundered over pot holes and exposed roots. The binoculars bounced against his chest and chin as he thundered forward. He told himself not to trip like they did in the movies and did just that as his boot skidded oﬀ a leaf covered stone. He tumbled to the ground and almost lost the binoculars, then rolled back to his feet and ran.

      There was no noise behind him. Trees would rustle or twigs would snap if someone followed. The roadside was a hundred and fifty yards away when the first gunshot whined past his head. The man was gaining ground.

      Keller dug into his pocket and grabbed the key fob to open the trucks’ doors. He surged forward and scrambled up the bank as his nails and knuckles raked over leaves and stones. His boots slipped with every step until he vaulted over the low rail onto the road. Hunched into the smallest shape he could make and breathing in quick gasps, he sprinted to the truck. A painful stitch stabbed at his sides as he pressed the fob to open the doors. The alarm beeped and lights flashed like a beacon of safety in the distance. He made them his goal, not daring to look back. Six feet from the truck, he launched his belongings into the bed and lunged for the handle. The door bounced against its hinges as it swung back. Keller got the ignition key in his fingers as the man stepped over the guard rail. He dove onto the driver’s seat, fumbled the key into the ignition and turned it.

      Nothing happened.

      He glared at the gear stick, as if could help. The manual gearbox needed the clutch to be engaged for the engine to start. Climbing into the seat, he slammed the door shut, depressed the pedal and turned the key again. The engine responded with a roar and a belch of exhaust smoke. Rubber screeched and burned as the wheels spun to find traction. A gunshot cracked and a small side window shattered as the tires gripped the road and the shuddering truck shot forward. The momentum threw Keller back in his seat.

      Framed in the rear-view mirror, the man knelt in the road with a pistol leveled for a second shot. Keller ducked below the steering wheel and willed the truck around a sharp turn ahead to put him out of sight. The engine screamed for a gear change as the driver’s side mirror exploded in a shower of glass, and then the truck turned the corner and onto straight road.

      He kept the accelerator mashed into the floorboard and checked the mirror until the safety of the town buildings appeared in the distance.
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      The sign at the entry to Watkins Forge, Texas, stated the town had a population comprising nine hundred-and-seventy-two individuals. Faded paint showed its age, so that number might go a dozen or so either way but, regardless of number, this was a small town. It sat on the intersection of two highways. One ran from north to south, the other east to west. No simpler in terms of navigation, but still a blessing and a curse. Any directions to the town were so simple a blind man could drive there but in winter, if snow fell, the residents stayed put until the road was cleared.

      Other small towns lay at the end of each compass point but the inhabitants rarely ventured into the next. They didn’t need to; they had everything they needed. People grew up and died in the same house and never left town. Everyone knew everyone else and all the yards were tidy and filled with color. Watkins Forge had all the features of a Stepford Wives town, but without the white picket fences.

      The sheriﬀ’s oﬃce sat between a hardware store and a small antique store on the central block of Main Street. To the side of the hardware store, side by side, stood a bar and a liquor store. To the side of the antique store was a small diner called Cathy’s.

      When Keller entered Watkins Forge, the sign blurred by the roadside since his speed didn’t drop below ninety-five the entire drive. The truck skidded to a stop with a screech of rubber outside Cathy’s. He slid from the seat and raced up the stone steps to the sheriﬀ’s oﬃce, then shouldered open the heavy door.

      It opened onto a small counter which cordoned oﬀ a few desks and another two doors. The whole room looked like it came from an 80’s movie, and an odor of old wood and ground-in dirt hung in the air. The modern screens and equipment on the desks contrasted against the rest of the room. It looked to Keller as if the place wanted to appear an ‘old school’ sheriﬀ’s department, but with the ‘big town’ facilities.

      A sour face looked up from behind the counter. Its owner wore a name badge that stated her name was Amber Bates. An oﬃcer sat at one desk filling in paperwork behind her. Another glared from the corner. The other desks were empty. Amber stared at Keller as if he was here to raid the place. She pushed black framed glasses up the bridge of her nose and looked him over.

      “Help you, Sir?”

      Keller struggled to hold back words and took a deep breath. “Ma’am, I just saw a murder. I need to speak to the sheriﬀ right now.”

      Amber jumped. “Oh shit!” She tapped a sheaf of papers against the desktop. “Please, pardon my French! Wait right here, Sir.” She shot to her feet and called over her shoulder as she ran, “I’ll go get him. And please, wait right there.” She seemed to admonish herself at the repeated remark and made a swift retreat through the door to the left.

      Amber disappeared for a while. Keller drummed his fingers on the counter, ready to call to the oﬃcer seated at the occupied desk, when the door opened and she reappeared with the sheriﬀ.

      The sheriﬀ looked like a sixty-year-old man fresh from the gym. Alert, solid, and built like a lumberjack, the whole appearance capped oﬀ with close cut silver hair and a face of weathered leather. His uniform was pristine, with pleats sharp enough to cut paper. The overhead lights beamed like spotlights oﬀ his polished shoes. He had a ramrod straight ex-military manner and led the way, chest out, chin up, very much in charge. Amber seemed to take two steps to every one of his as he strode to the counter. He stopped before Keller and stared at him with experienced eyes that crackled with sparks of intelligence.

      “Amber here tells me you saw a murder.” It was more of a statement than a question. He held out a hand which Keller shook with a firm grip. “I’m Sheriﬀ Holt. Follow me, son”.

      He walked away toward the door on the left. Keller moved around the counter, nodded to the closest oﬃcer, was ignored by the other, and followed the sheriﬀ through the maze of desks and chairs.

      Once through the door, he found the building went back further than it seemed. The corridor ahead had a few rooms on either side. Each had the standard police blinds behind the windows, all closed for privacy. Names on the door signs meant there were at least a couple more oﬃcers at this precinct. The door in the center of the corridor had ‘Jesse Holt Sheriﬀ’ stenciled onto its frosted glass panel.

      Keller’s hands still shook as he followed Holt. Other than the breakneck speed and frantic mirror checks, the drive here had been uneventful, but the moments before it still milled through his mind. Holt turned into the room past his oﬃce and had already pulled out a chair as Keller entered and closed the door.

      He looked around the room. It could have come straight from TV; a small wall mounted camera high in the corner, basic egg carton soundproofing on the walls. A plain table with a small loop welded into its smooth surface for cuﬀs. And three plain chairs.

      He took the solitary chair against the wall, by the loop, and faced the blinds. Moments later the door opened and the oﬃcer from the desk entered the room. He glanced at Holt, took the seat next to him, and placed a notepad on the desk. Its cover slapped against the table as he flipped it open and clicked the end of a pen.

      Holt got straight to the point. “What’s your name, son?”

      “Keller, Sir. Cory Keller.”

      “So, Mr. Keller,” said Holt, “You already know I’m the sheriﬀ here.” He pointed a thumb to his side. “This is my deputy, Rudy Gettinger. He’ll take notes. If you’d be so kind, hand him your Driver’s License so we can get your details.”

      Keller reached into his pocket to retrieve his wallet. His favorite picture of he and Harriet smiled through the shiny plastic window on the front. He pulled the valuable piece of plastic from behind it at the second attempt and handed it across the table.

      Holt continued as the deputy copied out Keller’s details. “Murder is rare in my town, so you’ll pardon me if I seem a little abrupt. How about you start by telling us what happened?”

      Keller shuﬄed in his seat, uncomfortable at the immediate question of doubt. “Sir, I was sitting in my deer stand in the forest, and I saw someone get shot. Right in front of me.” The words came out like bullets.

      Holt frowned and folded his hands on the table. “That’s quite a dramatic statement to make. You’re sure you saw a murder. I mean, you said you were in a deer stand. How far were you?”

      Keller felt on edge and this two against one setup didn’t help. Maybe murders were rare in this town. Still.

      “Close enough. The back of his damn head blew out like a water melon so yes, I’m sure he was murdered.”

      Holt leaned forward. “Okay, son, no need for raised voices. Tell me exactly what happened. Where were you and what were you doing there?”

      Keller took a breath. “I told you, I was hunting in the forest on the north road. I saw movement in the trees and thought my luck had changed. I’ve been out there all day. After a while I heard talking. Well, shouting. I couldn’t make anything out at first, but then this guy stumbled into a clearing below me. I didn’t see who pushed him, he hid behind a tree, but they argued about something. The guy in the clearing had his arms out like he was trying to calm someone down or he was pleading… and then the other guy shot him.”

      Keller leaned back and rubbed his face to calm himself. “I heard no gunshot, so I assume he used a silenced pistol, but the guy is dead. His head exploded. I panicked and ran. And I mean I ran, and just made it back to my truck before the other guy caught up with me and shot at me. He took out a window and a side mirror. The truck’s parked outside the diner. You can check it. And it’s a rental. They’ll be pissed!”

      “I can tell you’ve had a hell of a fright,” said Holt. He eased back into his seat. “Can I get you a coﬀee?”

      “No thanks, I feel sick. I’ll just throw it back up,” said Keller. He took another deep breath in through his mouth and breathed out slowly through his nose

      “All right, but let me get the facts straight. You saw a guy get shot, but they were far enough away you couldn’t hear what they said. So, from that distance, you’re sure you saw what you saw? And then this other guy chased you and started shooting? Where exactly were you?”

      “I told you, in the forest, in a deer stand. Oh, I had binoculars.”

      Holt sighed. “It’s a big forest, son. Can you be more specific and narrow it down a little for me?”

      The deputy smiled and continued to take notes.

      Keller almost laughed as his nerves leaped and jumped. His stomach performed circus sized somersaults. He held out his hands. They still shook. “Sorry. Look, I know where, I’m just not sure how to describe it to you. I could take you there and show you? I drove there on auto pilot and paid little attention to my surroundings. It’s a straight road most of the way. I park the truck in a clearing close to an opening by the forest. My stand backs onto old farmland. I wandered in there a while ago and found a great place to set up. Now I always hunt there.”

      Holt frowned again. “But you remember no landmarks?

      And how about on the drive back to town?”

      “No, Sir,” said Keller, “although to be honest, I’ll admit I didn’t stick to the speed limit to get back here.”

      “Well,” said Holt with a wry smile, “under the circumstances we can let that one slide. Still, I want you to think back. When you drove away, did anything stand out to you? Road signs? Any exits? Buildings? Any marks on the road that would help us?”

      Keller thought hard about the run through the forest, the climb to the roadside, and the mad scramble into the truck. Then he remembered the shooter kneel and level the pistol to shoot. “Yes. When I pulled away from the clearing, there’s a sharp turn to the right. I hammered the truck to get there, so I’d be out of his line of sight.”

      “Okay. Well it’s a straight road. Give me a second,” said Holt. Keller watched him mentally drive the road back to town.

      The deputy beat him to it. “I’ve got it. I drive by there often. You were twenty minutes away from here. Just before you turn right at the ten-mile marker, there’s a clearing at the roadside. It’s not too far from the old McGuﬃe farm.”

      “All right,” said Holt, “so now we know the location.” He turned to his colleague. “Rudy, get a couple of cars out there to take a look.”

      “You got it, Chief,” he said. He slid the pen and notepad over to the sheriﬀ, stood and left the room.

      “Now tell me about the guy in the forest. The shooter,” said Holt. He grabbed the pen. “What did he look like?”

      “To be honest, I panicked so much I didn’t get a good look at him. If he wasn’t in shadows, he was hidden behind a tree. I remember he seemed tall. He towered over the other guy. He had mousey colored hair and had my build. One thing for sure is he’s in good shape. I ran all the way from my stand to the truck and had a good start on him. I’m in decent shape but he still almost caught me. He must be fit. He must work out or maybe he’s military.” Keller paused for a moment. “There was something unusual about him, but I couldn’t place it. He could’ve been anybody.”

      “That’s not entirely helpful, Mr. Keller,” sighed Holt. “You just described half the people in this town. And this town’s quite small. Think again. What stood out about this guy? Would you recognize him, if you bumped into him again?”

      Keller had considered this on the drive back to town. At such a distance, and in dim light, he doubted he could pick the guy out from a line up, let alone someone in shade. The only lead he had was the man’s unusual appearance.

      “Honestly, I doubt it, but I remember, and this is weird, something about the way he looked didn’t seem right. I thought about it on the way here and it clicked. He wore white socks. Dark clothing, but white socks. In the forest light, they really stood out. It’s like his slacks were too short for his legs and his socks glowed against the dark clothes. I couldn’t work it out at first.”

      Holt smirked. “White socks? You want me to track a murderer based on white socks?”

      Keller’s frustration grew, and he slammed his palms on the desk. “Man, I was shitting myself. I wanted to put him way behind me, okay?”

      Holt didn’t flinch. “All right, I’m sorry. Like I said, we don’t get many murders here. What about the dead guy? What can you tell me about him?”

      Keller felt useless. “I’m sorry.” He rubbed his face again. “Even less. I panicked and came right here, and it was so dark and happened so fast. I wish I could tell you more because I’m sure he saw me.”

      Holt raised his eyebrows. “And if he passed you in the street? Would he recognize you?”

      For most of the time Keller had been running in the opposite direction. When the guy approached the deer stand, Keller had been too far away to see him without binoculars. He had to assume the same worked the other way. “I’m not sure. The only time he may have seen my face was when I got to the truck. Saying that, I ducked behind the door while I tried to get it started.”

      “Well, remember there’s only one road here from the forest, so he knew where you were heading. Keep your eyes open. Meanwhile, we’ll get a couple of cars out to the site. I have a few more questions for you, but I’ll give you time to calm down, so stick around for a while. If you’ve been out there all day, then I’m sure you’re hungry too, so grab some dinner. Wash it down with a beer or three if your stomach settles. Were you here for the day, Mr. Keller, or are you staying with us for a while?”

      “Staying. I’m at The Comeback Inn, the small place at the end of the next block.”

      “Okay,” said Holt, “I know it. Get something to eat, drink a few beers and get a good night’s sleep. I’m sure we’ll talk again soon. Oh, and for the love of God, please get out your camouflage gear. You scared the shit out of my receptionist.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Carla, if this thing isn’t changed soon, I swear it’ll drive me insane.”

      Ashley Coleman spun away from the coﬀee machine as it spat hot liquid like an oil leak. Brown blotches covered the front of her uniform. Carla, her co-worker, put a hand to her mouth, hid a smile and suppressed a shudder.

      “Oh Ashley, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t laugh, but you look like you lost a paintball fight. And you know how tight the boss is. As long as some of the coﬀee lands in the mugs, she’ll just have us clean it every night. Maybe we should order you a new uniform.”

      Four hours into an eight-hour shift and Ashley had already had enough and was ready for home. Cathy’s Café sat on what passed as the main strip in Watkins Forge and, despite the town’s size, fed a constant stream of loyal customers. Cathy trusted her employees enough to let them handle the customers, so she could cook the traditional fare on the menu and balance the books. The rapport between Ashley and Carla meant they spent most shifts together and took care of business out front.

      “Okay,” said Ashley, “the first aid kit is in the back storeroom, right?”

      Carla looked confused. “Er, yes. Why? Did you burn yourself or are you going to cover the coﬀee machine with band-aids?”

      Ashley grimaced and rubbed at coﬀee stains. “No one likes a wiseass. I’d ask where the tool box is, because it’s by the first aid kit, but I know you’d have no idea. I’m fixing this stupid machine once and for all. So, where is it?”

      Carla grinned and wiped the cabinet beneath the machine as she pointed to the storeroom.

      Ashley reappeared with a miniature screwdriver kit and a few wrenches, examined the machine and its spout, and dismantled it. She found and cleared the blockage, reassembled it and, five minutes later, glorious coﬀee poured forth from all the right places. Carla laughed and mock-clapped as Ashley puﬀed out her chest. “Who needs a man, right?” she said with a wink.

      She cleaned herself once more and walked out from behind the long bar. Its red top, rimmed with chrome, matched the tables by the windows and the four booths at one end of the room. The booths sat between two doors, one of which had the word “Dames” painted on it in a swirling white font. The other said “Dudes”. Red vinyl benches surrounded each table, and a row of chrome swivel stools lined the bar, topped with the same color.

      An interior redesign five years ago changed a musty café into a Grease themed diner, with black-and-white checkered floor tiles and a neon colored jukebox planted in the corner. Behind the counter, chrome gadgets gleamed in a full-length mirror that rose from the glossy countertop to the ceiling. The feel of the place matched the town’s spirit.

      Ashley sauntered over to the jukebox and flipped through the selection until she found a song to suit her mood. She thought of the coﬀee machine and, moments later, the distinctive bass line from Another One Bites the Dust bounced around the room.

      An older couple sat side by side in a corner booth, polishing oﬀ today’s specialty dessert, a lot of which smeared the table top. She walked over to them.

      “All good over here, Mr. Morton? Can I get you anything else? More coﬀee?”

      “Thank you but no, young Ashley. My stomach’s fit to burst,” said Mr. Morton. He rubbed the oﬀending area and nodded to the woman seated by him. “I think Mary might explode too if we eat or drink any more. It’s time we got back to the homestead, so we’ll skip the coﬀee and be on our way.”

      “All right, well take your time and holler if you need anything else. Enjoy the pie, it’s fresh from the oven. Thanks for calling in and you both take care going home, okay?”

      Ashley tore the Morton’s bill from her notepad and slid it under a side plate. As she walked to the counter, she smiled and thought back to her last job.

      If days ever got tough, she remembered her time at the hardware store further along the road; stood behind a dirty counter, surrounded by everything from rakes and spades, to reels of rope and ammunition boxes. Sleazy customers drooling over the tacky uniform she wore. The store manager did nothing but drool too, another reason she now worked at Cathy’s. The pay wasn’t great, but with tips it covered the rent and kept her fed. Other than being alone, she was happier than she’d been in years.

      
        ***

      

      A DULL CLANG rang out as The Man slammed his fist against the wall. He had eyes everywhere, both literal and electronic. News traveled fast in a small town and this news sucked. Despite having the patience of a saint, when it ran out someone paid. Still, he worked hard to present a cool exterior. Image was important.

      The room they were in was a small box with a poured concrete floor and faded red metal walls streaked with rusty tears running from old rivets. One door. No windows. A corrugated roof hugged the outer framework and looked ready to collapse. From outside the place seemed deserted, caked with dust, and a decent wind gust away from demolition.

      The buildings around this one held product but looked vacant. Their walls and roofs looked the same from a distance but, up close, reinforcement was noticeable. The mud paths surrounding each building hammered flat by years of industry, the only remaining evidence an old blue tractor stored under a bowed awning. They led to acres of overgrown farmland topped with an eyebrow of furrows that stretched the length of the buildings.

      The source of today’s bad news sat in the center of the room on a bright yellow garden chair, its color contrasting with the dark atmosphere. His sweaty hands wrung while his colleagues watched the kangaroo court with primitive amusement.

      The Man stepped forward and stopped two paces away. When he spoke, the guy jumped and squirmed. “Tell me again how you walked into the forest, right beside our operation, a forest that spans fucking acres, and got spotted by a guy in a tree. Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Incompetence was one thing. Sheer idiocy was something else. He gulped back anger as a wave of red heat washed up his neck and flushed his face. Shouting raised his blood pressure. To top it oﬀ, this incompetent was family.

      He resisted the urge to grab his cousin by the throat and shake him like a doll. Instead, he took a deep breath and lowered his voice. “Okay Pete, I’m sorry. But I trusted you with this. These are the easy jobs. If you can’t do those, how will you ever be a bigger part of things?”

      Pete Moss stared at the floor, unable to look into the cauldron of The Man’s eyes. Few people knew his proper identity. Anyone else sitting in this seat would be dead by now. Failure was unacceptable.

      Moss’s frame filled the plastic chair, but he was insignificant, a microscopic speck of plankton in an ocean, waiting for the whale. After a nervous pause, he lifted his head.

      “Boss, the little shit begged for his life the entire time. He knew what was coming, and I concentrated so hard on shutting him up, I didn’t see the other guy. He was wearing camouflage and sitting halfway up a damn tree, for fuck’s sake. Nobody would have seen him. Let me finish the job. I can do it, I swear. I’ll find the guy and deal with him.”

      The Man loomed Dracula-like behind the chair and massaged Moss’s quivering shoulders.

      “Pete, Pete, Pete. You know why I’m standing here and you’re sitting there shitting your pants?”

      Moss shook his head like a belligerent school kid. “When I do a job, I do it right, I do it well, and I do it once. People notice things like that, especially powerful people. And they reward decent work. I’ve always done decent work, which is why I’m here and you’re there. Don’t you want to be where I am?”

      Moss sobbed. “Yes, boss, I do. Let me make it right.”

      The Man walked to the back of the room and deliberated his next move. The other men in the room shrunk back against the walls and watched with anticipation.

      He walked back and clapped his hands-on Moss’s shoulders. Moss yelped. “Okay, here’s the deal. This inconvenience is staying in Watkins Forge. He’s at the Comeback Inn. Finish the job. Do it quickly. Do it quietly. And do it right. Otherwise, you’d better leave town and be sure I don’t come across you. Your own sister won’t recognize the parts of you they might find. Am I being clear?”

      “Yes boss, yes you are. Crystal clear. I’ll check out the Inn and I’ll deal with it, I swear.”

      The Man smiled as Moss breathed easier and tried to hide the damp patch spreading across the front of his pants.

      
        ***

      

      KELLER LEFT the sheriﬀ’s oﬃce in a daze, ignored the truck, and shuﬄed along the street. His stomach growled and confirmed what the sheriﬀ had said. He was hungry. The barrage of questions bounced around his head like a wasp in a jar, and he couldn’t shake the image of the body falling in the forest. At least his appetite had returned.

      Along the street, a neon glow behind a haze of condensation blinked ‘Cathy’s Café’. He knew the place from an earlier visit. It was okay. It had decent food with decent coﬀee. Both sounded good right now.

      He pushed open the door to the sound of Queen and the aroma of apple, cinnamon and coﬀee. It smelled like home. Nothing had changed since his last visit, except there was a cute girl across the room he didn’t remember. Aware of a growing paranoia, he spied a booth in the far corner. It gave him the perfect angle to see through the steamy windows, and see anyone else who entered the diner. He slid into the booth and grabbed a menu.

      The girl across the room swept back a curtain of brunette hair, glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him. She mouthed ‘be right there’ and then resumed her conversation with an older couple. Her smile lit the room and brightened Keller’s entire day.

      He opened the menu, browsed it, and found something to fill his churning stomach.

      
        ***

      

      THE CLEANER FOLLOWED the directions from the text message and sped to the site. He drove past the entrance and parked in shadow a few yards further on, then walked back to it like a hitch-hiker with a large backpack slung over a shoulder. His smooth-soled boots slid down the rocky incline, and he jogged through the trees until he spotted dirty scuﬀ marks scratched into the forest floor. A small ladder hung from the side of the tree beside them that climbed to a deer stand. From the stand, it didn’t take long to find the clearing, and it only took a few minutes more to reach it.

      Other than a few tiny bone fragments and the pebbledash of red spatter over the leaves, the scene was pretty clean. He had seen much, much worse. At least this job didn’t need bleach, an industrial vacuum and heavy-duty trash can liners.

      He found the exited bullet in a tree a few feet away, extracted the lead with a blunt knife, then made a few more similar holes in the trunk to disguise it. After checking the surrounding trees for any further marks, he raked together a mound of fresh leaves. The tainted leaves joined a discarded brass shell casing in a plastic bag, along with the misshapen lead slug. Then he rubbed his gloved hands through the dirt and tossed the fresh leaves around like confetti. He stepped back and scanned the area inch by inch. It resembled the rest of the forest.

      A siren wailed in the distance as he left the scene along an overgrown path to the side and disappeared into the undergrowth.
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      When the man in camouflage walked through the door, Ashley followed his steps in the corner of her eye. She remained focused on her customer as he slid into a corner booth. From the way he glanced outside and back to her, she couldn’t decide if he was anxious or she’d caught his attention. As she approached his table she discovered that, underneath the hunter's clothing, he had an action star look about him. Now his baseball cap sat on the seat beside him, his fair hair lay flat to his head, and a five o’clock shadow gave his chiseled chin a rugged look. She imagined he’d clean up nicely.

      “Hello, Sir. What can I get for you today?”

      He looked at her and smiled. The early signs of crow’s feet at the side of his eyes radiated warmth. “Hi. I’d like a large coﬀee and a regular burger with a side of fries, please.”

      As she took his order he glanced first at her name badge and then at the front of her uniform. His smile broadened.

      “It looks as if you’re having a rough day, Ashley.”

      “I’m sorry?” she frowned.

      “Your uniform. It looks like an explosion in a paint factory.”

      “Oh, that,” she laughed. “We’ve been having issues with the coﬀee machine, but I took care of it.”

      He raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. “I’m impressed. So, you take care of business out here and you’re the maintenance crew too, huh?”

      Ashley wasn’t sure if the man was joking or flirting but, since it was a quiet night, either scenario worked. Carla said harmless flirting with the customers led to better tips.

      “I can hold my own,” she said with a confident nod. “A girl should be able to take care of things. How about you, coming in here rocking the camouflage? You know my name. What should I call you?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” He held out a hand. “Cory Keller; pleased to meet you.”

      She shook his hand. “I haven’t seen you in here before, Cory Keller. Is this your first visit to Watkins Forge?”

      “No, I’ve been here before. I’ve only been in here once though. It was a while ago but I didn’t see you. I’m sure I would have remembered.”

      She turned her head to hide the beginnings of a blush. “I’ve only been here a few months, so that might have been before my time. So, what do you do when you come to our small town?”

      “I hunt in the forest. It’s normally very peaceful. It’s nice to get away from it all for a while.”

      “Normally peaceful? Today wasn’t peaceful?”

      He glanced at the table and she sensed a change in the mood. “You have no idea,” he said under his breath. “Today was a rough day. I’ll be drinking more than coﬀee
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