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    Prologue 
 
    When Detective Colt and his partner approached Terry Matthews’s door, neither of them knew that in just a few minutes they would be fighting for their lives. Terry Matthews was a person of interest in a murder investigation, and with a rap sheet that included several arrests for assault, most of them with a deadly weapon, Colt and his partner, James, had been prepared for trouble. They had not been prepared for Matthews to open fire on them before they even knocked on the door. It happened so fast. Colt saw his partner fly backward an instant before he felt a burning sensation in his left knee and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Colt fumbled for the pistol in his side holster and raised his head just far enough to see Matthews walk out of his house with an AR-15 aimed at his head. Colt knew how deadly that rifle was because it was the same one, he used in the corps. He knew his chance of surviving another shot was close to impossible, and as he saw Matthews raise the rifle, he drew his gun and tried to aim. He was already weak from his wounds, running mostly on adrenaline, and his arms felt numb. James was behind him and was still unresponsive. Logic told him there was no way he could get a shot fast enough to stop Matthews. Yet, he had to try. Their lives depended on it. He saw Matthews’s arm jerk as he fired and felt his body stiffen as he waited for the bullet that would kill him. Only there was no shot, just a loud clicking sound. By some stroke of luck, Matthews's rifle had jammed. Colt did not even take the time to say thanks to the man upstairs. He aimed his gun, center mass for better accuracy, and returned fire, shooting multiple times in quick succession to ensure he had sufficiently neutralized the threat. Then he reached for his radio and called dispatch. 
 
    "Shots fired," he gasped into the radio. "Officer down… D-Seven," he rambled on, holding onto consciousness by sheer grit as he rattled off his location. "Officer down… D-Seven," he repeated to make sure dispatch understood detectives were involved. Then the radio fell from his hand, and his head slammed against the ground, blood leaking out of the wound by his side as the darkness took over. The next time he opened his eyes, he was in the hospital with the doctor telling him how lucky he was. The bullet had shattered his left knee so badly he would require surgery for a new one As for James, the bullet had gone straight through him, nicking off a piece of his right lung but missing all other critical organs. He had also undergone surgery and was fine. 
 
    After his surgery, Colt spent six months in rehab, and by the time he was done, he was mostly walking fine again except for a small limp his physical therapist assured him would be gone in time. For now, he felt a little twinge when he overexerted his new knee. Three days after he left rehab, Colt got a call from the only family he still had, his cousin, who still lived in the town where they grew up. Mike Jackson was the attorney for Fromont County, and he mentioned to Colt that the sheriff position in the county was open. The old sheriff had resigned with two years still left on his term due to rampant corruption allegations in his office. His position was vacant, and Mike assured Colt he could talk to the commissioners and get him the job if he wanted it. A few days later, Mike called back to tell him the commissioner had been elated to hear he was interested in the job. As someone from the outside, Colt was in the best position to clean up the department. Colt asked his cousin for two weeks to think about it. 
 
    The sound of his name being called pulled him out of his reverie and he looked up to people’s applause. He was being awarded the Medal of Valor for saving the life of his partner while being wounded himself. Colt rose to his feet and walked across the podium to collect his medal, doing his best to hide his limp. He shook the hand of the commander and posed with the award for the photographer. As he looked into the crowd, he saw James and his wife, Janice, sitting there. He had become close with them over the years and considered them family. A little to their left was his cousin Mike. He had traveled down for the ceremony but was leaving the next day, presumably with Colt's reply to the county job offer. 
 
    After the ceremony, Colt and Mike were invited to James's house for a nice dinner. Janice had prepared a spread of meatloaf, mashed potatoes with french cut green beans, and pecan pie for dessert; Colt's favorite. Colt had insisted she did not have to go through the trouble. He had initially planned to head to a bar for pizzas and beer with James and Mike, but Janice had scowled at him and told him off for trying to suggest it was any trouble. 
 
    "Even before you saved James's life, you've always been family to us. You won a medal, and since you insisted on not getting a party, then you'll have to manage this small dinner." 
 
    Sitting with his belt loosened to accommodate his filled belly, Colt wondered if Janice knew the meaning of a small dinner. He was not looking forward to the exercise he would have to do in the gym to work the dinner off. Done with the meal, the three men sat at the table and talked about the county commissioners' offer. Colt had decided to take the position somewhere between the award ceremony and Mike sharing a hilarious story about snow tires. James was medically retired from the NYPD because of his wounds, and Colt had asked if he would consider a job as his undersheriff. Cold beers were in front of them, and Janice was in the kitchen getting ready to bring the pecan pie out. 
 
    "I don't know." He glanced towards the kitchen. "Sounds like a good idea, but I don't think Janice would go for it. She's been a little fussy since the…" 
 
    He did not need to complete his sentence, and Colt nodded. "Yeah, but we are talking of a county job in a small town in Colorado. It's going to be boring and uneventful." 
 
    Mike nodded. "Other than the situation in the sheriff's office, it's mostly drunk drivers and annoying teenagers." 
 
    James chuckled. "You have no idea how much I would take boring right now. Do you think I like sitting at home, watching TV all day? Yesterday, Janice made me sit with her book club. A book club, Colt!" 
 
    It was Colt's turn to chuckle. "Just talk to her about it. You could change her mind…" 
 
    "Take the job," Janice suddenly called out from the kitchen, startling James and Colt. "Hell, yes. I want to live in Colorado." 
 
    Colt and Mike chuckled. James shook his head as he lifted his bottle of beer to his lips. 
 
    "I always forget she's got those cat ears." He dropped his beer and faced the other two. "Alright, I guess I'm in. What happens next?" 
 
    They ironed out the rest of the details. Colt would put in for his medical retirement. His injury made him eligible for it. Colt and James would apply to the Colorado POST (Peace Officers Standard and Training) Board to take the skills and written test. Mike contacted the head county commissioner and told him Colt had accepted the job. He also informed them Colt was bringing his undersheriff with him, as he could trust no one in the sheriff's department at present. The commissioners agreed to the new development and told him he could start the week after his post-test. A few moments later, Janice walked out with the pecan pie, and the four of them sat at the table, enjoying their dessert and planning for their new life in Canon City. 
 
   

 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A few weeks later Colt arrived in Canon City and as soon as he was settled in his grandfather’s old house, he paid a visit to the commissioner’s office. As he drove, he looked around town, marveling at how much change there had been since the last time he was here. New shops and buildings, old buildings that had been renovated and a lot more that looked the same as he remembered. 
 
    That had been a long time ago and Colt’s memory of this town was bittersweet. He had been born in a small hospital in Canon City, Colorado, on June 24, 1979. To be honest, Colt’s childhood was normal, and he held fond memories of that period of his life. Then a drunk driver killed both his mother and his father. He was seven years old and his grandfather got custody of him. Colt recalled dinners when his grandfather would regale the table about his war exploits. Jacob Brannon served in Korea and Vietnam, and after his military duty was elected Sheriff of Fremont County. Some of his stories were funny. Some were sad and poignant. However, all were told with grit. The grit of a man who had seen the kind of hell the world could produce.  He still managed to come out of it saner than most who had suffered the same fate. 
 
    Colt loved to listen to his grandfather's stories. After dinner, he would sit at his feet and beg him to talk about his time in the Marines. Smelling the older man's cigar was as much a feature of those events as were the numerous times, he tipped his hat to honor a fallen comrade or the way he would laugh when he told an amusing story. His laughs were usually followed by long moments of silence. One day, when Colt returned home from school, he was told his grandfather had been killed while on duty as Sheriff. The young Colt was devastated, and as he stood by his grandfather's graveside, those stories he had heard became for him a mission statement. As Colt was presented with his grandfather's flag and badge, he knew he would join the Marines in his honor. 
 
    After boot camp, he was shipped to the Third Marine Regiment and stationed at the Marine Corps Base in Hawaii, then transferred to Kaneohe Bay's Regimental Schools. Colt spent years in the Marines, moving from rank to rank and distinguishing himself in service.  However, with his missions and deployments still classified, Colt could not talk much about that life.  When he was ready to leave the Marines, he was quickly recruited by the NYPD, who had indicated their interest in him twelve months before he was discharged, during a terminal leave. Being assigned to the twenty-first precinct after he graduated from the academy, Colt quickly rose through the NYPD ranks as in the Marines, from patrol to Emergency Services Unit (ESU). ESU provided special services and equipment to the NYPD. Colt did not stay too long in the ESU. As soon as he was eligible, he sat for and passed the detective's exam. Colt was assigned to the homicide division and became famous for closing cases that most would consider challenging. With his creative and unconventional approach to investigative work, he complemented it with an edge of roughness that often put him at odds with his superiors. 
 
    Simply put, Colt had seen it all and then some. He had faced evil many times, and even the rough streets of New York rarely fazed him.  Occasionally, the Big Apple managed to throw a curveball that rocked even a veteran like Colt. Except all of that was not behind him. He was now the sheriff of a small county. He could finally kick his feet back and relax. If Colt knew how wrong he was, he would probably have turned around and drove back to New York. 
 
    He arrived at the office of the county commissioners and was met by Commissioner Wyatt Sampson, the head commissioner. It was a short visit, mostly out of courtesy, and to introduce himself to his new partners. They exchanged pleasantries and chatted for a few moments. When asked if he planned on starting work immediately, Colt nodded. 
 
    "Yes…" He paused and chose his next words carefully. "Well, I plan to start tomorrow by paying a visit to the sheriff's office, but as a civilian." 
 
    The commissioner frowned. "What do you mean by that?" 
 
    "I want to get the feel of the place as a civilian first, you know… Kind of like go undercover. It makes it easier to pinpoint some of the things that need changing." 
 
    Samson shrugged as he escorted Colt out of his office. "Hey, I'm not going to tell you how to do your job. Just let me know when you are ready to take charge of the office so you can be sworn in officially. How about your partner? The one that was supposed to come down with you from New York." 
 
    "He's settling in. The house he bought still needs a bit of work." 
 
    "And you, where are you staying?" 
 
    "My family's old house," Colt replied. "It also needs work. I reckon I'll have to make time to fix it as soon as I settle down a bit." 
 
    "Well, your enthusiasm to get to work is noted and appreciated. We need it with the mess we have on our hands. I don't think we'll need to see much of each other, but if I have to pass a message across, I'll go through Mike." 
 
    Colt nodded and shook the commissioner's hand, thanking him before he got into his truck and drove out of the parking lot. The next morning at eight a.m., Colt was in the lobby of the Fromont County Sheriff's Office. His plan was simple. He was going to request a file at the front desk, measuring the department's efficiency and pinpointing some of the procedural holes that needed filling. He arrived in the lobby and found it mostly empty except for two cops, one of whom sat at the front desk working on a desktop. 
 
    "Good morning," Colt greeted him after waiting for several minutes for the cop to raise his head and at least acknowledge him. He looked scruffy, and Colt surmised he was part of the night shift. He wondered why there was no shift change, and if there was, where the cops were that should be taking over. 
 
    "Hold on a minute." The deputy raised a hand to stop him as he used the other to move the mouse around for a few moments, engrossed in whatever he was doing on the system.  
 
    Colt could see through the screen's reflection on a mug on the table that he was playing some arcade game. Impatient and furious, he was about to reprimand the cop for his indolence when he remembered why he was there. Rather than make a scene, he used that time to look around the station. Colt could see through the window behind the deputy playing games. There were four tables in the bullpen, most of them with multiple files stacked on them.  A TV was mounted in one corner and it was turned to a local news station. A door to the side led to the holding cells, and another door to what he assumed were the other offices in the station. A few minutes later, the deputy suddenly cursed and scowled at the system, presumably because he had lost the game he was playing. 
 
    He raised his head and finally addressed Colt. "Yeah, how can I help you?" 
 
    Colt stared down at him. "You realize that if I had an emergency to report, you've just wasted valuable time that could have saved lives." 
 
    The cop stared at him, lazily. "Didn't see any blood and considering you did not come in screaming for help, let's say I made an educated guess." He leaned closer. "You look familiar…" 
 
    "I'm here to request a file," Colt said quickly. 
 
    "A file?" 
 
    "Yes. The file on Jacob Brannon. It is a homicide case a few years back. I need it for a news report I'm doing." 
 
    "So, you are a reporter." He smirked.  
 
    Colt nodded. "How quickly can you pull it out for me? I need to start going back." 
 
    "Sorry, I can't do that." The smirk stayed on his face.  
 
    "The Freedom of Information Act says you can." 
 
    "It's an open investigation," the cop replied. 
 
    Colt glared at him. "You did not even pretend to check your system or anything." 
 
    "You think I need a system to check the status of the investigation into the death of a former sheriff? As I said, the case is still open, so you can't access it." 
 
    "It's been years. What leads are you still pursuing?" 
 
    "On the record, I can't answer that question." His smug grin grew wider. "Off the record? It's still none of your business." 
 
    Colt was slowly losing his patience. "Who made that decision?" 
 
    "The acting Sheriff." 
 
    "May I please speak to him?" 
 
    The deputy yawned. "Why? He’s just going to tell you the same thing I did." 
 
    "Well, how about you go and get him for me?" 
 
    The cop considered it for a few seconds. Then he raised his head and shouted across the room for the other deputy.  
 
    "Tell Masters some reporter is here asking to see the Brannon file." 
 
    When Masters came to the lobby, Colt quickly greeted him, introduced himself, and made his request. Masters, a tall man with a beard, wearing jeans and a sheriff's office polo, told him he could not divulge any information. He would not even confirm if the case was cold or still active. Frustrated, Colt moved on to his second plan. 
 
    "Alright, can I request a ride-along with one of your deputies for the day? It would help my story." 
 
    Masters shook his head stoically. "Sorry, it's not department policy to let civilians ride with deputies." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Colt demanded. "How did you even become acting Sheriff? What did you do in this department before you were made Sheriff?" 
 
    Masters scowled at Colt. "That is none of your business. What I did is not important. What I am doing now is, and I am telling you that you cannot go on a ride-along with any of my men," he grumbled impatiently. "Look, I don't have time for this nonsense. If you have any issues, ask for a form at the front desk. I'm busy." 
 
    As he walked away, Colt could not dismiss the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He knew his work was cut out for him, and he needed to get to work immediately. Colt walked out and drove straight to Sampson’s office. He informed the commissioner he wanted to be sworn in immediately. 
 
    "That's unconventional," Sampson noted. "Usually, we do a little fanfare. Invite the press, throw a small dinner party… that sort of thing." 
 
    "I don't need it," Colt replied. "I need to get to work immediately. That department is being supervised by an arrogant, glory-seeking ass, and I don’t want to give him the chance to bury any skeletons." 
 
    Samson shrugged and told Colt it was his decision. "How about this evening? Say around seven. I need to get the document you will sign ready. We'll do it here in my office." 
 
    Colt nodded. "That's fine with me, and I apologize for the inconvenience."  
 
    "What inconvenience? If anything, your dedication is a comfort." Samson waved his apology away with a flick of his hand as he leaned forward over his oak desk. Several stacks of paper were strewn across his desk, and Colt knew the commissioner was a busy man. "The fact that you can see how bad the department is gives me hope that you'll be able to fix it." 
 
    Colt nodded, and after a few more minutes of chitchat with the commissioner, he made his exit. The first thing he did was call James. 
 
    "James, you'll have to apologize to Janice and tell her you can't pick up drapes and cushion sets. We are getting sworn in this evening. Then we assume command of the sheriff’s office early tomorrow morning." 
 
    James grumbled but ultimately agreed and promised to join Colt for the swearing-in that night at seven.  
 
    "When should I come to the office?" he asked Colt. 
 
    “Four a.m.,” Colt replied and put the phone away from his ear when James began to curse and swear. “Sorry for the troubles, buddy,” he said when James was done complaining. “We've got a lot of work to do, and I have a plan in mind.” 
 
    "Alright, but you better come with coffee. I don't think I'll be awake enough to make some." 
 
    Colt agreed and ended the call. That evening, Commissioner Samson swore Colt in as the new Sheriff of Fromont County in a private ceremony. Colt then swore James in as his Undersheriff. The commissioner's clerk acted as the witness, and Colt and James signed the necessary contract. 
 
    He woke up early the next morning. First, he completed his daily reps of a hundred sit-ups and a hundred pull-ups. Next, he made breakfast—Eggs and bacon with a glass of orange juice. Then he carefully chose his clothes for the occasion—a gray western shirt with jeans and worn but clean brown boots. In a holster on his right hip, he carried his gun, a SIG Sauer 1911 TACOPS 45 caliber. He also had cuffs in the small of his back and his ASP extendable baton clipped to his left hip. Dark wraparound shades completed the outfit, and he gave himself a single look over in the mirror before grabbing his truck keys. As he left the house, his eye fell on the badge hanging in the living room's display case. It was his grandfather's old badge. He remembered getting it at the funeral. Colt stared at the badge for a long time. He grabbed it and clipped it to his right hip. After taking one last look around to make sure he didn't forget anything, he walked out of the house and closed the door behind him. 
 
    He arrived at the sheriff's office just as James was pulling up. He handed the flask of coffee in his hand to James, and after quickly exchanging pleasantries, both headed into the office. They walked into a dimly lit lobby, and Colt walked over to the tinted glass that separated the front desk entrance. He was a little disappointed that it was not the same cop he had met on duty the day before. Colt asked if Masters was on duty and when he was told no, asked to see the highest-ranking officer on duty. The ranking officer was in his late twenties and had the physique of a bodybuilder. When he came into the lobby, he demanded in a loud belligerent voice who was asking for him. 
 
    "I did." Colt walked forward, staking his claim on his department with a commanding presence that made the two other deputies in the lobby look up. Even the drunk cuffed to the chair in the lobby paid attention. "My name is Colt Brannon, and I am the new Sheriff." 
 
    "New Sheriff?" 
 
    Colt nodded. "That's right.” He handed his papers to him to look at. “I was sworn in by Commissioner Samson last night." 
 
    The highest-ranking officer read through the paper and turned red in the face when he realized Colt was telling the truth. He snapped to attention. “Sorry about that, sir. We had no idea…” 
 
    "State your name and rank?" Colt demanded, staring him down. 
 
    "My name is Nate Smith. Uhm… Sergeant Nate Smith." 
 
    "Sergeant Nate Smith," Colt spoke sharply. "This is my Undersheriff, James Dole. You report to him now." 
 
    "Yes, sir." Smith glanced at James, who seemed content to hang back and allow Colt to do his thing.  
 
    "We'll need staff IDs made." 
 
    "Sure." Smith nodded his head eagerly. "I can do that. Uhm, I'll need to take your photos." 
 
    Colt nodded and gestured for Smith to lead the way. As they walked out of the lobby, they could hear whispering. Smith took Colt and James's photos and printed their IDs for them. 
 
    "Do you need anything else?" Smith asked, appearing a little nervous. 
 
    Colt shook his head as he and James headed for the administrative area. "We have some work to do. Make sure no one disturbs us."  
 
    Smith nodded and was walking away. 
 
     "Also, I don't want anyone notifying the acting Sheriff that we are here or anyone else outside the department. They will find out soon enough. That is an order, and if anyone breaks it, he might as well start looking for work somewhere else." 
 
    Smith nodded again and slowly scampered away. 
 
    "You think he is going to listen to you?" James asked when he was gone. 
 
    Colt shrugged. "I don't know. I also do not care. Come on, we have work to do before the rest of the department shows up in the morning." 
 
    They found the storage area, and a quick check confirmed that case files were in tan file cabinets and personnel files were in the black cabinets. Colt was shocked to find the files unlocked with no system to control who had access to what or record when files were taken and returned. The Sheriff's office was also a mess, personal belongings scattered all over the shelves and paperwork scattered all over the desk. A scowl appeared on his face as he began to go through some of the paperwork. Most of them were budget items. Some were case files, and he was surprised to find his grandfather's case file among those on Masters’ desk. He still had no idea what Masters was trying to hide or why he had refused to grant him access to it yesterday. As James settled and began to rifle through the personnel files, Colt got a cardboard box and began to put all Masters’ stuff in it. When he was done, he set it by the door and took his seat behind the desk. 
 
    "Alright, what do we have there?" he asked James. 
 
    "Well…" James picked up the first file. It was Masters’. "He's been working in the sheriff's office for ten years now. He started in patrol and worked his way up to corporal. There is a sexual harassment claim on his file. It looks like the department settled with the victim or found a way to make it go away. Masters was transferred to detention, and that’s where he was when the former Sheriff resigned." 
 
    "How did he become the acting Sheriff with such a dreadful record?" 
 
    James perused the file for a few moments. "Seems he was the most senior officer and the only one with a college degree. It's an associate degree, but it's the best they got here." 
 
    Colt shook his head, irritated by what he was hearing. "Alright, who is next?" 
 
    "Nate Smith. Sergeant Smith…" James read the first few lines on his file before raising his head. "This one seems okay. Solid recommendations and most of them from outside the department, plus a couple from his mates. He's two credits shy of a degree in criminal justice." 
 
    "Really?" Colt was pleasantly surprised. "Any disciplinary issues?" 
 
    "One. It seems the former Sheriff cited him for insubordination. It was just a warning, although subsequent reviews from the old sheriff show Smith was not his favorite." 
 
    "Why does that make me trust Smith more?" Colt replied. "Keep an eye on that one. He's probably got a promotion in his future. What else?" 
 
    They went through more personnel files before Colt called for a break. "What do you think?" he asked James. "About all of it?" 
 
    James refilled his cup of coffee and topped off Colt’s. "Outdated systems. I have not seen anything like this since the nineties. The personnel need a total overhaul. A couple of bad apples, but most of them look like they could do well under the right management. It's going to be a lot of work." 
 
    Colt took a sip of the hot coffee. "I thought as much. Alright, we start this morning." 
 
    At six a.m., Colt and James walked through the lobby and told Smith to gather every staff in the office in the muster room, except for one person to man the front desk. He and James stood in front of the muster room as people began to file in slowly, most of them moving lethargically and ignoring him and James as they chatted amongst themselves. 
 
    James glanced at him and a small grin played across his lips. "You grind your teeth any harder, and you'll be using choppers to eat your next Thanksgiving dinner." 
 
    Colt did not even know he had been grinding his teeth. Taking a deep breath and unclenching his fists, he reminded himself this was going to be a long and slow process. There was no need to get worked up from the very beginning. Still, a lot of things had to change. Even the muster room looked like it had not been cleaned in days. If that was because the cleaning staff was negligent in the duty or the old sheriff rarely called his staff for a joint meeting, Colt did not care. That was going to change too. 
 
    "Good morning," he greeted the room when Smith informed him everyone was in attendance. "I am Colt Brannon, and I am your new Sheriff." He waited for the gasps and murmurs to stop before he continued. "I was sworn in by Commissioner Williams yesterday, and I don't intend to waste any time in turning this department into what I want it to be. Now, most of you do not know me. But I grew up around here. My grandfather was once the sheriff of this county.  I am no stranger to these parts or this role. For the past couple of years, I worked as a homicide detective in New York. I say that not to brag, but to let you know that I am used to doing things differently than most of you are. In the coming weeks, you will learn what I expect and demand from you. You have two choices. Get with the program or get out of my department." The ultimatum, delivered in Colt's commanding voice, wiped the smirk off several faces in the room. "I don't need to tell anyone in this room that this department needs an overhaul after the scandal of the last administration. You can either work with me or leave me to do my job. The choice is yours." He paused for effect, his eyes meeting that of every single person in the room. "Now, next to me is James Dole. He is my Undersheriff. That makes him my right hand and your boss. You'll give him anything he wants and do as he tells you. As I said, there are going to be a couple of changes in the coming weeks. The first one is that Sergeant Smith will be the new Administrative Lieutenant." 
 
    Smith's jaw dropped, and he looked confused.  
 
    "Sergeant Smith," Colt spoke to him. "You seem confused. Are you refusing the promotion?" 
 
    Smith hurriedly shook his head. "No, sir." 
 
    "Good. The first thing you are going to do is compile the name of every staff member working in this office, their roles, and bring it to me."  
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "When Masters comes in, no one tells him anything that happened here. Is that clear?"  
 
    There was an echo of “yes sir” in the room, not all of it enthusiastic. Colt figured he'd scared them enough to make sure no one tried to disobey him. Dismissing the entire room, he returned to the Sheriff's office with James. At eight a.m., Masters opened the door to his office and was surprised to see the man from the day before rifling through the papers on his desk. 
 
    "Are you crazy?" he asked, placing a hand threateningly on the gun by his side. "Who do you think you are?" 
 
    Colt leaned back in his chair, unfazed by the frothing man in front of him. "I am Colt Brannon, your permanent replacement." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "He's the new Sheriff," James replied exasperatedly. 
 
    "How? When did this happen?" 
 
    "Yesterday," Colt replied, nodding at James, who handed his appointment letter to Masters. 
 
    Masters scanned the document, saw that it was authentic, and dropped it on the desk. "So what stunt were you trying to pull yesterday? You could have just told me who you were…" He looked nervous and embarrassed. "Anyway, welcome to the department. I'm here…" 
 
    "Don't waste your breath." Colt rose to his feet. "I have not been here long, but one thing I do know is that I can't have you on my team." 
 
    "What?!" Masters was shocked. "If it is about yesterday…?" 
 
    "What happened yesterday is something that would have gotten you nothing but a reprimand and maybe a small punishment. The sexual harassment claim in your file makes you not just an arrogant, cocky, and self-centered deputy, but a toxic one as well. I don't need that in my department." He stretched out his hand. "Hand over your badge, gun, and ID." 
 
    "You won't get away with this," Masters swore as he unclipped his holster and dropped his gun in Colt's hand. "You can't just fire me. I'll sue this department…" 
 
    James snorted. "This is Colorado. We are in an at-will state. It means we can fire you, and you cannot do anything about it. Go to court if you want. It's your money and your time." 
 
    "The keys." Colt pointed to the bunch of keys clipped to his waist. 
 
    Masters tore it off his pants and threw them at Colt. Colt sidestepped the attack so quickly; it was like he had been expecting it. He reached out and put Masters in an armbar so fast he had no idea what hit him. Slamming him face-first on the desk, he removed the cuffs clipped to the back of Masters’ pants.  
 
    "The badge," he said coolly. 
 
    Masters grunted as he struggled to reach for the badge clipped to his side and hand it over to Colt. Colt took the badge and released his hold on Masters.  
 
    "Escort him out of the building," he told James as he dropped the badge on the table. "The next time I see you here," he said to Masters, "it better be for official business, or you'll be spending some time in the holding cells." 
 
    As James escorted master’s out, Colt asked him to see if the acting Undersheriff was around and to bring him back with him. James returned a few minutes later with the acting Undersheriff in tow. Colt pointed at the chair in front of him. The acting Undersheriff sat and, except for a mumbled good morning, said nothing else. 
 
    "You are Michael Allen?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," the acting Undersheriff replied. 
 
    "Right now, you are working as the detention captain?"  
 
    Allen nodded.  
 
    "Good. I would like you to stay on in that role. As you must have heard, there is a new undersheriff," he nodded at James, "and you will report to him. Can you do this, or would you prefer to follow your old boss out?" 
 
    Allen shook his head. "No, I'm fine reporting to the new undersheriff." He turned to James. "It would be an honor to work under you, sir." 
 
    James scoffed. He knew very well the other man was sorry to get what was, in essence, a demotion. Still, he gave him a small nod of acknowledgment.  
 
    "Good." Colt smiled at Allen. "You can return to your desk." 
 
    "See me in my office in fifteen minutes," James said to Allen as he walked out. 
 
    Allen nodded and hurried out. 
 
    "What do you think of him?" Colt asked. 
 
    "Seems like the kind who is fine with having a dirty boss because of what he enjoys, but he's not used to getting his hands dirty." He sighed. "There are a lot of bad parts, and we can't replace them all. We'll have to try to clean some as best as we can." 
 
    Colt nodded in agreement. "Masters is out?" 
 
    "Yes, watched him drive away in his truck." He paused before he continued. "He looks like he's going to be trouble." 
 
    “That’s not a surprise. We will deal with him the same way we deal with everything else. Head on and with no bullshit.” 
 
    Just then, the phone on his desk rang, and Colt stared at it, unable to figure out where the call was coming from. He would have to ask Smith to print out the extension codes for the intercom system. He picked the phone up and placed the receiver to his ear. It was Smith calling from the lobby to tell him that reporters had heard about his appointment and wanted to speak to him.  
 
    "Isn't there like a PIO to deal with that sort of thing?" 
 
    "PIO?" 
 
    "Public Information Officer," Colt explained impatiently. "Like a media agent or something?" 
 
    "No." Smith cleared his throat. "We are a small department. We don't even have enough cops as it is. Usually, anyone at the desk talks to them or the most senior officer in the station." 
 
    "Well, until we find someone to handle the press, consider it as part of your duty." 
 
    "Me?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Uhm, okay." There was a short pause. "So, what do you want me to tell them? They are asking about your appointment." 
 
    Colt sighed. "Just tell them I am currently unavailable but will make a statement in front of the station at three o'clock in the afternoon." 
 
    "Alright." 
 
    Smith ended the call, and Colt fell back against his chair. It was just nine in the morning, and already he felt like he needed a stiff drink. At three o'clock, Colt and James stood in front of a handful of reporters as Colt read through a short statement James and Smith had prepared for him. When he finished reading, he looked up to find a reporter raising her hand. 
 
    "Yes?" He nodded at her. 
 
    "Is your appointment permanent?" 
 
    "For now, no. I am just here to finish the previous Sheriff’s term and run the department until the next election when a new sheriff is elected." 
 
    Another reporter raised his hand, and Colt struggled to keep his grin in place as he pointed to him. 
 
    "Are you related to Sheriff Brannon, who was killed in the line of duty some years ago?" 
 
    "He was my grandfather," Colt replied simply. 
 
    "There is a rumor his case is still open," the previous reporter continued before Colt could point to someone else. "Do you plan to continue searching for his killer?" 
 
    "I just assumed control this morning. I assure you; I have not had time to figure out where the bathroom is, much less decide what case stays open or closed." 
 
    Another reporter started talking loudly and waving her hand until Colt pointed at her. 
 
    "What's your plan to combat the drug problem in this county?" 
 
    Colt held back a sigh. "Every case will be looked into. All leads will be investigated, and arrests made accordingly. I promise to fulfill the duties of my office to the best of my ability. That will be all for today," he said when several reporters raised their hand.  
 
    Turning around, he left Smith to deal with the reporters while he and James walked back into the office.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Like most people, Deweese was surprised when he learned Fremont County was getting a new sheriff. The old sheriff was an idiot and Deweese was not particularly sad to see him go, not that he had great hopes for this new one. Deweese remembered Colt Brannon as a kid. He also remembered when Colt’s parents got killed and he came to live with his grandfather. After Jacob Brannon was also killed on the job, Deweese knew the young Colt had moved in with an aunt, but she also died of a heart attack shortly after he graduated high school. A lot of death for someone so young to experience. Maybe that was why he had decided to join the Marines. Some people were drawn to death that way. Now he was back and Deweese could already feel the air grow cold. Deweese had served with Colt’s grandfather in the Marines and he had been very close to the Brannon family at one point. He doubted Colt would remember him now though. 
 
    Picking up his phone, he dialed a Washington number. The line rang a few times before it was answered. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” the voice on the other end said. 
 
    Deweese took a sip of his morning coffee. “There’s a new sheriff in town.” 
 
    “That’s not good. Is it good? Who is it?” 
 
    “Jacob Brannon’s grandson.” 
 
    “Brannon? That is definitely not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Deweese sipped some more coffee. “I haven’t seen him for years. Last I heard he was in the Marines.” 
 
    “He left the Marines eleven years ago.” 
 
    “How do know that?” 
 
    “Staring at his file right now. Spent ten years in the Marine Corps. Made Master Gunnery Sergeant after a bunch of field promotions.” There was a short pause. “Most of his missions are classified.” 
 
    “Oh…” Deweese knew what that meant. “He is that good?” 
 
    “Lots of medals and commendations as a sniper. You should read these notes from his superiors. I mean, they are comparing this guy to Chuck Mawhinney. After he left the Marines, he worked for ten years in the NYPD. Made detective. Homicide…” 
 
    The cup of coffee in Deweese’s hand was growing cold, but he had forgotten about it. “What the hell is a guy like that doing as sheriff of this godforsaken town?” 
 
    “He got shot last year and was medically retired from the NYPD. I guess he ended up here somehow.” 
 
    “Shit!” Deweese set the cup of coffee down on the table. “You have to arrange a meeting with him. Make sure he does not start snooping around. I’m close to finding Pallop’s books.” 
 
    “You think he can be bought?” 
 
    Deweese thought long and hard. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “For now, we stand back and watch. No reason to expose our hands until we absolutely have to.” 
 
    Deweese nodded. “Smart move. I heard Pallop is moving some items soon. This is the worst time to have an unknown in the equation. I just hope he doesn’t end up like his grandfather.” 
 
    “Watch your back,” the voice at the other end said. “And keep me updated. I’ll call you if I hear anything from here.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    Deweese ended the call and began to think. Things were changing too fast. Deweese hated change. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    It took Colt and James two months to get the sheriff’s office functioning effectively again. After the initial cleanup, firing every dirty cop they could identify, an entrance exam was organized for recruits, and candidates were expected to pass a physical agility test, a written exam, an oral interview, and a psychological evaluation. Colt also promoted a couple of sergeants to lieutenants. He still needed to fill the commander’s spot and appoint a patrol lieutenant, but he was waiting until he found the right people for the job. One thing he had learned after his initial analysis of the state of the Fremont county Sheriff’s Office was that a lot of people had been put in charge of duties they were incapable of. Still, it felt good to be on the right track again and Colt had no intention of taking his hands off the helm. 
 
    He was sitting in his office one morning, going over the remainder of the year’s budget, and preparing a report for a meeting with the county commissioners on next year’s budget when his phone rang. The call was coming from dispatch. 
 
    “Sheriff Brannon speaking.” 
 
    “Sergeant Howler from dispatch, sir. You said to call you if there were reports of any major crime around town…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Sir, we have reports of a shooting victim.” 
 
    “Someone was shot?” Colt jumped to his feet and grabbed his jacket. 
 
    “Yes sir. In Cotopaxi… Neighbors got worried when they didn't see him. Checked on him and found him on the floor of his kitchen.” 
 
    “Are there any officers on the scene?” 
 
    “Yes. One-Sam-Twelve and One-Sam-Sixteen are already on scene. One victim has been confirmed dead.” 
 
    “Victim is confirmed dead?” Colt knocked on James's door and poked his head inside. “Shootout at Cotopaxi,” he mouthed to his partner. “We’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The coroner’s office has been notified and there is an ambulance at the scene to transport the dead body.” 
 
    “Transport the dead body?” James and Colt were now heading out the door. “Why are they transporting the dead body?” 
 
    “Uhm… I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    “Call the responding officers and tell them to secure the crime scene. I need that entire residence roped off. Entrance blocked and at least a two hundred-foot perimeter blockade on all sides. Nothing inside already leaves. Not the EMTs. Not the neighbors. And definitely not the victim.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir.” 
 
    “And send more officers to secure the scene.” Colt and James got to the parking lot and entered James’s truck. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.” He ended the call as James pulled out and began to race towards the crime scene. “Who tries to move a dead body from a freaking crime scene?” he growled under his breath. “They better not have contaminated any potential evidence.” 
 
    James didn’t bother replying. He just turned on his siren and pushed harder on the gas pedal. 
 
    Cotopaxi was a small town west of Canon City but still under Colt’s jurisdiction. It was a relatively peaceful place, and they quickly arrived at the crime scene, with a little help from dispatch. The scene of the shooting was an old Victorian home that had been restored. There were a couple of them in these parts and as Colt got out of the vehicle, the first thing he did was survey the neighborhood. Mostly residential. From the houses, the cars parked on the sidewalk, and the crowd that was forming in front of the crime scene, the neighborhood looked middle class. His eyes quickly surveyed the crowd gathering in front of the house, looking for a potential suspect. Someone that looked either too interested in the crime or suspiciously uninterested. 
 
    “I think I’ll start taking prints and statements.” James pulled a notepad from his pockets. “See if we can eliminate some of the idiots here.” 
 
    “Good. Get some officers to help you, but make sure you keep an eye on them, so they don’t botch it. And start a call log,” he called out after James was a few feet away. 
 
    James nodded. Colt looked around and spotted the ambulance driver and his deputy hanging around the porch. 
 
    “Are you guys the EMTs?” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the new sheriff, right? Why did you make us wait?” 
 
    “You confirmed the victim is dead?” 
 
    “Deader than the chicken I ate for dinner last night.” 
 
    “If he’s dead, then what’s the rush?” 
 
    “Just because this one’s dead doesn’t mean there isn’t someone else who needs our help. I can’t be wasting my time like this. We’d have gotten him to the morgue already.” 
 
    “Is this how the old sheriff did things?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “Then consider this an official note of a change in procedure. You get to the crime scene and meet a dead body, you don’t move it until the investigating officers have cleared the scene.” 
 
    “Wait…” 
 
    Colt ignored him. “Now, go and get your fingerprints and shoe prints taken. Make sure you sign your name on the log. You don’t and maybe you’ll be spending your next paycheck on a lawyer to clear you off murder charges.” 
 
    Colt felt a little pleased when he saw the EMTs realized their foolishness. He walked up the steps of the house and stopped at the door. He slipped on rubber gloves and a pair of slip-on paper booties. Next, he took the camera he had remembered to get from the car and began to take pictures. It had been a long time since he’d processed a crime scene. In the NYPD, the crime scene tech took care of that and they had better equipment than he was forced to work with now. He took pictures of the exterior of the house and examined the locks on the door and windows to confirm they had not been broken into. Out here, it was still possible the shooter had simply arrived and found the door unlocked, but it was more likely the victim had opened the door for his killer. Next, he continued inside the house, working his way from the right of the door to the left. James arrived with some officers and they started dusting for prints on the doors, walls, furniture, and any other surface they could. 
 
    After he’d gotten a pretty good idea of the layout of the house, he finally walked into the kitchen where the dead body lay on the floor. Male, in his late seventies. He was lying face down on the floor, the top half of his body naked and a pool of dried blood on his right side. There were two holes in his back, but he couldn’t gauge if they were entry or exit wounds. Not until he turned the body over. It was not the time for that yet. His eyes took in the blood splatter on the wall behind the body and two holes, presumably from the bullets. He crouched down and began to check the body for any powder stippling—small hemorrhagic marks produced when gunpowder particles made impact with skin. It would indicate the shooter was standing at least two feet from the victim when he shot. Taking out his camera, he began to take photos of the scene and the body. He took pictures of the blood on the wall, the messy kitchen counter, and the block of knives that were far from where the body was. He knew James would still take more pictures for the evidence log but he preferred to always be able to see the crime scene from his perspective. 
 
    He heard a noise behind him and turned around to see the coroner walking into the house. One glance at his feet and Colt nearly lost his temper. 
 
    “Don’t come in here!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How the hell don’t you know that you are not supposed to walk into a crime scene barefooted?” 
 
    The coroner glanced at his feet. “I’m not barefooted…?” 
 
    Before Colt blew a gasket, James took a pair of slip-on booties and handed them to the coroner. “Put those on.” 
 
    The coroner took the slip-on and wore them over his shoes. “Men, you big city boys are fussy, aren’t you?” he said when he got to Colt in the kitchen. 
 
    “Get used to it.” 
 
    “Hi, I’m…” 
 
    “Telkon. You don’t think I wouldn’t know the name of my coroner, do you?” 
 
    “Well…” Telkon looked a little thrown off. “You know who the guy is?” 
 
    “Not yet. James should have more on that when he’s done going through the house. What can you tell me about the body?” 
 
    Telkon set his bag on the floor and crouched beside the body. “Right now, all I can see are two bullet holes about a quarter of an inch wide and two inches apart. No marks on the skin so I’ll assume the shooter kept his distance when he fired. Blood splatter on the walls showed the killer was probably standing when he shot. Can’t tell if the victim was facing his killer when he was killed though.” 
 
    Colt was impressed. “Alright, let’s turn the body over.” 
 
    Both of them rolled the dead body unto his back. They immediately saw the gunshot wounds about an inch apart on the victim’s chest. Colt began taking pictures. 
 
    Telkon retrieved a small L shaped ruler from his case and laid it on the victim’s body, next to the bullet holes. “Bullet holes on the chest are about three-quarters of an inch wide.” 
 
    “They are exit wounds.” Colt dropped his camera. “The killer shot him in the back. I guess that rules out self-defense. You get a time of death?” 
 
    Telkon checked the arms for rigor mortis and found them moving freely. Dark spots on his chin and belly indicated livor mortis which meant the body must have been dead for at least twelve hours. Retrieving a thermometer from his bag, he inserted it into the rectum of the victim and read the results. 
 
    “Body temp forty-five degrees. The temperature of the house is seventy-four degrees so time of death would be about thirty-six hours ago.” 
 
    “That’s almost two days. How is it none of the neighbors heard the gunshot?” 
 
    Telkon shrugged. “That’s your job. I’m just here to poke around the bodies.” 
 
    Colt sighed. “Need to start asking around if anyone saw or heard anything around that time. The lock on the doors and windows were not broken, and the victim was comfortable enough to walk bare-chested and turn his back to the killer. So probably someone he knew. I’ll need to talk to family and friends of the victim.” 
 
    “Yeah, just let me know when we can move the body to the morgue.” 
 
    Colt nodded and continued his examination of the crime scene. He photographed the two bullet holes, then used Telkon’s ruler to measure the width and distance between them. He wrote the results in his small notepad. Next, he used a razor knife from his kit to cut the sheetrock about a foot around the bullet holes. He removed the piece of sheetrock and tagged it as evidence. Next, he removed the paper insulation underneath the sheetrock until he got to the original shiplap wood siding and found the two bullets lodged in the wood. He photographed the rounds before removing them and placed each bullet in a small glass jar. The jars were labeled and sealed as evidence. He measured the distance from the body to the wall, from the base of the floor up to where he found the two rounds, and then he repeated the process from the ceiling. He wrote down all his readings. He would need it to determine exactly where the shooter was standing. 
 
    He was just finishing with his measurement when James walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Found his wallet in one of the bedrooms.” 
 
    “Any ID in there?” 
 
    James nodded. “Social Security card and Colorado driver’s license with the names Melvin Eugene Short. There is also a picture of him with some Marine buddies.” 
 
    “Marine? Let me see that…” Colt took the picture from James. He didn’t need to look long before he found what he was looking for. His grandfather, second from the right at the back of the group. He looked younger than Colt remembered but there was no denying it was him. 
 
    “He’s got one hundred and thirty-six dollars in here. Can’t say if the killer got to the bedroom, but the TV is still in the living room and it doesn’t look like anything of value was…” He stopped when he realized Colt wasn’t listening to him. “Hey, you okay?” 
 
    Colt nodded. “Yeah, I just…” He handed the picture back to James. “Bag that for evidence.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Find anything else in the house?” 
 
    “There is a safe in the bedroom. Found it open. It’s mostly guns and some documents. May need to pull up records to see if anything is missing.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look.” 
 
    “Can I move the body now?” Telkon asked. “Not good leaving it out there like that for so long.” 
 
    “Sure, and I’ll be expecting a full report ASAP.” 
 
    “You got it, Sheriff.” 
 
    As Colt followed James to the bedroom, he could see his men still going around the house, tagging anything that looked like evidence. In the bedroom, he examined the safe. Guns were neatly arranged and most of them looked like they were cleaned regularly. Colt immediately noticed that something was missing from the safe. 
 
    “There should be a box there.” He pointed to the faint outline. “Maybe a jewelry box or something.” 
 
    “You think the killer took it?” 
 
    “Can’t say.” He looked around the bedroom. There was a hamper filled with dirty clothes and from the depression on the bed, he could tell only one side was used regularly. There was an old address book on the nightstand and Colt stared at the pen markings around his grandfather’s name and address. He told himself there was no reason to be surprised or suspicious. This was a small community. Everyone probably had the name of the former sheriff marked in their address book. 
 
    His eyes fell on a charger plugged into the socket by the bed and he followed it until he found the phone under the pillow. It was a flip phone and he turned it on. He pressed the dialed button and found the name Susan appearing multiple times. He dialed the number and waited. 
 
    A cheery voice answered the phone. “Hey, Dad…” 
 
    “Hello. Am I speaking with Susan?” 
 
    There was a short pause before a hesitant, “Yes? Uhm, who is this?” 
 
    “This is Sheriff Colt Brannon. Are you related to Melvin Short?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m his daughter. Susan… Susan Foster. I’m married.” She swallowed audibly. “Is my father okay?” 
 
    Colt could hear the alarm in her voice and didn’t blame her. He was probably about to confirm her worst fears. 
 
    “No, Mrs. Foster. I’m afraid to inform you there has been an accident in your father’s house.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Is he okay? My father, is he okay?” 
 
    “Susan, can you meet me at St Thomas More Hospital? Do you know where that is?” 
 
    “Yes. My father…?” 
 
    “Can you get there in an hour?” 
 
    “An hour?” she stuttered. “I live in Coal Creek. An hour? I can get there in an hour.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll be waiting for you, Mrs. Foster.” 
 
    Colt ended the call and turned to James. “We done here?” 
 
    “Almost. Evidence is being loaded up right now.” 
 
    “Alright. You handle that and I also want you to keep an eye on those boys when they log the evidence in. This is my first murder case and from what I’ve seen so far I don’t trust any of them.” 
 
    “No problem. You going to see the daughter?” 
 
    Colt nodded. “Always hated this part.” 
 
    “Don’t think there’s any part of this I like.” They stopped in the living room and looked into the kitchen. The body was gone, but the bloodstains were still on the wall. “Hope we can catch the killer soon. Not a good look to have your first murder case drag on too long.” 
 
    Colt sighed and headed for the door. 
 
    “Heads up. Press is starting to gather out front.” 
 
    Colt cursed. “How did they find out?” 
 
    James just stared at him. 
 
    Colt sighed. “Yeah, I forgot how small towns work.” 
 
    “I’ll have someone drive the car right to the front of the house. Give them the usual we are pursuing all leads spiel and get out of here.” 
 
    “Good idea. James, don’t forget to leave a deputy to guard the scene in case our killer decides to pop back in.” 
 
    James nodded and walked out of the house. Colt waited until he returned and told him it was safe to make his exit. He made the quick dash to the car, stopping for only a few seconds to tell the small throng of reporters gathered in front of the house that he had no comment. He drove to the hospital and arranged a private room to meet with Susan. When she arrived, he gently broke the bad news to her and watched her slump against the chair she was sitting on, her whole body shaking as she began to cry. 
 
    Colt waited until she stopped crying before he continued. “I know this is hard, Mrs. Foster, but I need you to identify the body.” 
 
    She nodded mutely. He led her to the morgue where she confirmed that the body on the table was indeed her father. She started to cry again, and this time leaned against Colt for support. Colt held her and allowed her to cry. He remembered his first death notification. It really never got easier and he liked to think that was a good thing. After she calmed down, he took her out of the morgue and back to the hospital's private room. 
 
    “Mrs. Foster, I know how much you want to be with your family right now, but do you think you could answer a few questions to help my investigation?” 
 
    “I don’t know who shot him.” She sniffed. “Why would anyone shoot…?” 
 
    Afraid she would start crying again Colt quickly started asking his questions. “Was he is retired now, your father?” 
 
    She nodded and sniffed. 
 
    Colt pushed the box of tissues towards her. “What did he do for a living before he retired?” 
 
    “He used to work at the steel mill in Pueblo. CF&I steel mill in Pueblo.” 
 
    “Did he tell you about anyone he was having problems with? A neighbor or a friend?” 
 
    “No. Everyone likes my father. His neighbors, they respect him. He is the nicest man ever…” She paused when she remembered. “He was the nicest man.” 
 
    “Do you know anyone who stopped by his house regularly or visited him from time to time?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Ever since my mom died of cancer two years ago, he rarely left the house or entertained visitors. I even suggested he come stay with us, but he wouldn’t hear it. Said I was trying to take his independence.” 
 
    Colt could hear the guilt in her voice. “Susan, none of this is your fault so I don’t want you to blame yourself. Now, I need your help to catch the monster that did this.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Do you know about a safe your father has in his bedroom?” 
 
    “Yes. He kept his guns in there and some documents.” 
 
    “Anything else? We are trying to see if anything is missing.” 
 
    She searched her memories and shook her head. “No, I can’t… Wait, there used to be a small box.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I saw it when he opened the safe in front of me once. He didn’t open it, so I don’t know what’s inside but when I asked him, he said something about Korea or was it Vietnam? I can’t remember.” 
 
    Colt asked her some more questions and when he was sure there was nothing more she could tell him, he thanked her for her time. 
 
    “You fine to drive?” he asked as he followed her to the parking lot. 
 
    “Yes. I just need to get home to my husband and children.” 
 
    “I understand.” He held her door open for her and closed it once she was behind the wheel. “Once again, I am really sorry for your loss, Mrs. Foster.” 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll catch this bastard.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, ma’am.” 
 
    She nodded understandingly. “How soon can I get into the house?” 
 
    “In a few days. Still gathering evidence. I’ll personally let you know once you can go in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sheriff. Bye for now.” 
 
    He nodded and waved as she drove away. Then he walked to his truck and headed for the office. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Deweese was sitting down to have his morning coffee when he saw the headline of the paper. A few seconds later he was hurriedly dialing his accomplice in Washington. 
 
    “Shorty is dead.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Paper says it’s probably a random home invasion?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Pallop’s cleaning house.” Deweese looked down, surprised to find his hands shaking. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I think it’s time I say hi to the new sheriff. I’ll see what I can find out and get back to you.” 
 
    “You do that…” 
 
    The phone went dead and Deweese threw it on the table. He picked up the paper and cursed when he realized his hands were still shaking. 
 
    Colt, what have you gotten yourself into? he thought as he began to read the article.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Colt spent the entire day reviewing the evidence gathered from the house of Melvin Short and reading the testimony James and the other deputies had gotten from the neighbors. Around 6 p.m. he got a call from Mike. 
 
    “Hey, I heard about the homicide.” 
 
    Colt leaned back and tried to get comfortable in his chair. “Yeah, it was a real messy one.” 
 
    “I heard. Two shots to the back…” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s a small town. People talk.” 
 
    Colt realized that was true. If he had any hope of closing this case, he would need to start talking to the townspeople. “Hey, want to grab a bite?” 
 
    “That’s funny. I was just heading to The Owl. You know the one?” 
 
    “Diner on Main Street? Yeah, I remember it. I’ll meet you there in thirty minutes.” 
 
    The Owl was a family-run diner and one of the oldest establishments on Main Street. It used to be a cigar store and the sign above the door still said “The Owl Cigar Store” even though it had been decades since they sold cigars last. Established in the 1940s, the building had gone through many renovations, including one after the great fire of 1993, but still managed to retain its vintage look. The old oak counter had been extended to take more stools and eating booths placed on the right side of the building. 
 
    The moment Colt stepped into the diner, he was greeted with the inviting smell of burgers and grilled onions. He found Mike sitting at the counter and took the seat next to him. 
 
    “Hope you brought your appetite?” Mike asked as he grabbed a couple of menus from the counter. 
 
    “Don’t know about that. I brought an empty stomach though. Missed lunch.” 
 
    Mike chuckled. “Then you are in luck.” 
 
    A waitress stopped by and took their orders. They made small talk while they waited for their food. It arrived a few minutes later and after one sniff, Colt realized he did have an appetite after all. 
 
    “You know Melvin Short?” he asked Mike halfway into his food. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “You sure? I think he was in the Marines with grandpa.” 
 
    Mike shook his head as he took a drink from his glass of malt. “I’ve seen the guy around town, but I don’t know him like that.” 
 
    “How about Susan Foster?” 
 
    “Susan Foster?” Mike searched his memory for a few seconds. “Jerry Foster’s wife?” 
 
    “I think that’s the one.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know Susan. Her husband, Jerry, is a captain in the department of correction. What’s she got to do with your case?” 
 
    “Eugene Short was her father.” 
 
    “Oh… That’s messed up.” 
 
    Both men resumed eating. 
 
    “Any leads so far?” Mike asked after a while. 
 
    “Not really. All I’ve got is a dead body, a bloody crime scene, and a possible missing box. No suspects or strong leads.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “This type of thing is not common around here, is it?” 
 
    “Murders? Not really… I mean it’s a small town. A dead body turns up every once in a while, but I wouldn’t say it’s common.” 
 
    After dinner, Mike insisted on paying and Colt thanked him. 
 
    “You going back home, right?” Mike looked at him. “You don’t want to overwork yourself or anything like that.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You still thinking of selling the place?” 
 
    It was a big house and when Colt first returned to town, he’d decided he would prefer a smaller place. So he’d asked Mike to look around for a buyer. He’d changed his mind since then. Maybe it was because he wasn’t ready to deal with the hassle of moving yet again, or because he was still settling into town, but he just found himself rejecting all the buyers Mike had brought forward. 
 
    “I’ll let you know. You drive safe now.” 
 
    Mike nodded and honked as he drove past Colt’s truck. Colt honked back and continued his ride home at a slower pace. Since his move back into town, Colt had been too busy putting the sheriff’s office in order to spend any time at home. He mostly just stopped by to catch a few hours of sleep, change clothes, and do his laundry. The few hours he’d spent at home was spent in the kitchen, still working for the sheriff’s office. Today, he walked into the house and after taking off his jacket, walked into the living room instead of heading straight to his room. Most of the furniture was new. The only things that had survived from his childhood were the bookshelf against the wall and his grandfather’s old chair in the corner. He remembered his grandfather’s reaction every time he caught Colt sitting on his chair. The old man would shake a fist at Colt and chase him away from it. 
 
    “Get the hell out of my chair. When you start working, you can save your money and get your own chair.” 
 
    Colt smiled. Now, he could afford a couple of chairs like this one. Better ones even. None of them held the memories he had with this one. So he sat down in his grandfather’s chair, staring at the bookshelf in front of him and recalling some of those memories. It was hard to tell how long he sat staring at the bookshelf. Long enough that he suddenly realized something was wrong. The space around the shelf did not look correct. Intrigued, he stood up to examine the shelf and surrounding wall. It was anchored a few inches into the wall to make it look like it was part of it, probably why none of the tenants had tried to remove it. Other than that, he could not tell what the problem was. Yet, Colt’s instincts told him there was something off about that bookshelf. 
 
    He examined the bookshelf again and this time he found something interesting. A little lever underneath the third shelf. Colt wondered how he’d never noticed the lever before then. Then he remembered that as a kid, books weren’t his thing, so he had no interest in the bookshelf. He pulled on the lever and heard the creaky sound of hinges in desperate need of oil. He tugged even harder, wincing when the sound became grating. This time he felt the bookshelf release and slowly slide halfway out. Wide eyed at his discovery, Colt grabbed the edge of the shelf and pulled until it swung open like a door. A door to a secret room in his grandfather’s living room. 
 
    Colt stepped into the newly discovered room and found it dusty and musty. The light from the living room filtered in a little, but most of the room was still dark. He felt around the wall until he found a switch and turned it on. The bulb on the roof above him blinked a couple of times before it stayed lit. Colt's eyes moved around the room and his jaw fell when he saw the contents. One wall had enough guns to outfit a small militia. There was a gun rack filled with rifles on top and below that a shelf with pistols. On the other side of the room were boxes of ammo for the guns. There was a desk and a chair in the middle of the room, and a cabinet in one corner. It looked like a home office, if one considered guns and bullets appropriate office décor. 
 
    Colt walked forward and stared at the files on the desk. He could recognize the seal on them. It was the same seal sitting on his office desk. The Fremont County Sheriff seal. There were three files, covered with a thick layer of dust, and he dusted them off before reading the names on them. Dominic Masters, Melvin Eugene Short, and Thomas Deweese. Colt knew one of those names and as he stared at the file bearing Eugene Short's name, he realized the picture he’d found in Eugene’s wallet was not just a coincidence. He walked out of the secret room with the files he’d found and dialed James’s number. As he waited for his partner to pick up his phone, he glanced at the watch on his wrist. It was a few minutes past ten. James was probably asleep already. He was about to end the call when James picked up. 
 
    “You sleeping?” 
 
    “Almost,” came the drowsy reply. 
 
    “Sorry.” There was a short pause as Colt stared at the files in his hand. “Think you can make it to my place around six tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Sure. Why?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when you get here. See you in the morning.” 
 
    He decided it was a good idea to also have Mike around. He was the county attorney after all. Better than that, he was also family. He sent him a text and asked him to meet him the next morning. When he was done, he set the files in his hand down on his grandfather’s chair. He was not ready to go through them just yet. Instead, he returned to the secret room to look around. Colt knew his grandfather was a true believer in his second amendment and he had the gun collection to prove that. But this…This was more than he’d expected. He began to inspect the guns. 
 
    He found an original Henry Lever action forty-five seventy with the initials TB etched in the rifle's buttstock and realized it was his great-great-grandfather’s rifle. The one he used in the civil war. He was a captain in the Union Army. Next, he picked up a Springfield A3-03, 30-06, and saw the initials SB etched in the rifle's buttstock and thought this must be his great grandfather's rifle from World War One. He was a sergeant in the Marines. He picked up a Springfield model seven hundred 308 and knew this was his grandfather's sniper rifle when he saw his initials JB etched in the buttstock.  Colt remembered shooting this rifle as a kid. 
 
    Colt looked at the rest of the rifles. There was a CAR -15, a smaller version of the M-16, a Winchester pre-sixty-four lever action 30-30, an M-16 with a grenade launcher attached to the front stock underneath. It was a very rare model and Colt wondered how his grandfather had gotten his hands on it. The remaining three rifles were old twenty-twos.  Colt looked at the pistols and revolvers. There was a Colt Peacemaker 45 long Colt. This designation meant the cartridge was longer than that of a newer 45 caliber. Colt saw a Colt 1911 45 in OD green stamped property US Marines, an H&K USP 45, a 9 mm SIG Sauer P220, P239, P229, and a First-Generation SIG Sauer 1911 45. He saw a Smith and Wesson 686 357 and a Smith and Wesson 38 with pearl grips and the Marine Corps anchor globe and eagle etched in them. Colt wondered where they had come from. His commanding officer or someone his grandfather had served with, maybe? Or did he just buy them because he liked them? He’d probably never know. However, it clearly meant something special to him after his Marine Corps time. Colt realized he was standing in a room filled with his family's history. These weapons came with their own stories, memories, and meaning. Humbled by the sight, Colt knew it fell on him now to make sure they were preserved. 
 
    He continued his inspection of the room, stopping at the cabinet this time. He found several military files, most of them belonging to people in his family. He also found a cipher machine in the top drawer of the cabinet. It looked very old and Colt set it aside. He would deal with it later. He continued his search until midnight when he decided it was time he went to bed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    James arrived first the next morning and Colt greeted him at the door with fresh coffee. 
 
    “Janice said I should ask you what the point of moving here was if I still have to leave the house by six in the morning.” 
 
    Colt managed a smile. “Sorry about that. I needed to show you something, and I did not want to do it in the office. We just need to wait for Mike to arrive.” 
 
    James shrugged and took a sip of his coffee. Mike arrived a few minutes later, and he was scowling as he walked up the steps to the porch. 
 
    “Whatever this is, it better be good. You said it was an emergency.” 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Thanks.” Mike smiled gratefully at James as he took the cup he offered. “So, what’s the emergency?” 
 
    “It’s in the living room.” Colt led James and Mike into the house. “Did you know there is a secret room behind that bookshelf?” 
 
    Mike frowned. “Secret room? What secret…? Please don’t tell me you woke me up this early to play games.” 
 
    Colt walked to the bookshelf and pulled on the lever. This time, the bookshelf swung open smoothly, courtesy of the fresh oil job Colt had given the hinges that morning. He turned around, grinning when he saw the look of shock on James and Mike’s faces. 
 
    “And you didn’t know this was here all the time you’ve been staying here?” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “No. I was sitting on that chair and staring at the shelf when I realized there was something off about it.” 
 
    He pushed the bookshelf open and allowed James and Mike to enter the room. 
 
    “Holy Moly!!!” Mike turned to Colt. “Alright, now I understand why you said it was an emergency.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of guns.” James nodded slowly, impressed by the collection. “Wouldn’t say it’s an emergency though.” 
 
    “No, that’s not the emergency.” Colt pointed to the files on the table. “I also found these last night.” 
 
    James and Mike looked at the files. 
 
    “Eugene Short. Isn’t that the guy you found yesterday?” 
 
    “Same guy. Remember the picture you found in the wallet, of Eugene and some other Marines?” 
 
    James nodded. 
 
    “My grandfather was in that picture. I think they both served together.” 
 
    “And Masters?” James picked up the Dominic Masters file. “You think he’s related to Brody Masters?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Colt sighed. “Honestly, I have no idea what’s going on here. I doubt my grandfather knew Brody Masters though. Too young…” 
 
    “And what about this Deweese guy?” 
 
    “No idea who that is too. One thing I can bet though is that whatever it is that tied these three guys to my grandfather would also play a part in why Short is dead.” 
 
    On the way to the office, Colt called Lieutenant Smith and asked him to pull Masters’ personnel file and check for known relatives and next of kin. Smith told him Masters had his father Dan Masters and his uncle Dominic Masters listed. Colt asked for the uncle’s address and copied it down. First, he and James stopped at the bakery to pick up breakfast. Then they headed down to Dominic Masters’ house. They had barely pulled into the driveway when Brody Masters walked out, a Glock auto pointed at the car. 
 
    “Get off my property!” 
 
    Colt pulled out his gun and pointed it at Masters. “Come now, it’s too early to be acting stupid.” From the corner of his eyes, he could see James duck and begin to move towards the rear of the building. He moved to the side, forcing Brody to follow him and turn his back to James. “I’m just here to ask your uncle a few questions.” 
 
    Brody raised his gun higher and aimed. “I don’t see a warrant. How about you come back when you have a Warrant.” 
 
    “You pulled a gun on the sheriff, Brody. I don’t need a warrant to throw you in jail. Hell, I could shoot you right now and no judge in this country would have a problem with that.” 
 
    “Fuck off!” 
 
    “Come on. You’re not still holding a grudge, are you?” 
 
    “I said…” 
 
    “Brody?” An old man walked out of the house, a revolver in his hand, and he had it aimed at Colt. “Who is he?” 
 
    “No one, Uncle. I told you to stay in the house.” 
 
    Dominic Masters pointed his gun at Colt. “What the hell are you doing on my property?” 
 
    “Dominic Masters. I’m Sheriff Brannon. I just wanted to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Brannon…?” 
 
    Colt saw James emerge from inside the house and point his gun at Dominic Masters. 
 
    “Freeze,” James said in a loud voice, pushing his gun against the side of the older Masters. 
 
    Dominic Masters cursed and allowed James to take his gun. Brody whirled around surprised to see James collecting the revolver in his uncle’s hand. Then he heard a click and turned around to see Colt aiming right at his head. 
 
    “Alright.” He threw his hands in the air. “Just don’t shoot.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to until you pointed a gun at me.” Colt walked forward and collected the gun in his hand. He walked to the porch and gave James a nod of thanks. “Dominic Masters?” 
 
    “Who is asking?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m Sheriff Brannon. Colt Brannon…” 
 
    Dominic Masters walked to one of the chairs on the porch and slowly sat down. “You Jacob Brannon’s kid?” 
 
    “Grandson.” Colt sat opposite him. “I came to ask you a few questions about Eugene Short. Melvin Eugene Short,” Colt tried when the old man just looked confused. 
 
    “Melvin?” Dominic leaned back and looked up. “Haven’t thought about that name for a long time.” 
 
    “So you knew him?” 
 
    “Sure. We served together in Korea and Vietnam. There were four of us. Me, Melvin, your grandfather, and…” 
 
    “Deweese.” 
 
    Dominic smiled. “Yes. How did you know that?” He sighed. “We tried to stay in touch after the war, but it’s not really easy you know.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw Short?” 
 
    “Last time I saw Short? Let me see…” He thought about it for a long time. “Sorry, this head is not as sharp as it used to be. I think it was a couple of years ago. Ran into him at The Owl. You know the place? Their burgers are really good. Haven’t seen him since then.” 
 
    “So you don’t know why someone would want him dead?” 
 
    “Dead? Melvin is dead?” 
 
    The old man looked shaken up and Colt tried to be as gentle as possible. “Yes. We found him in his kitchen yesterday. He was shot twice.” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone who would want to kill Melvin. We haven’t seen each other in years.” He leaned forward. “You sure it’s him?” 
 
    Colt nodded. “Yes, I’m sure.” 
 
    “That’s messed up.” 
 
    Colt looked at James who shook his head to indicate he had no questions to ask. 
 
    “I may need to ask you some more questions in the future. How about we skip the gun show next time?” 
 
    “Can I have my gun now?” Brody growled. 
 
    Colt handed Brody’s gun to him. James also pulled Dominic’s revolver from his belt and was handing it back to him when Colt noticed the Marine Corps Anchor globe and eagle on the handle. It was the same design he’d seen on one of the revolvers in the hidden room. 
 
    “Where did you get that revolver?” 
 
    Dominic looked at the gun. “This? Whole unit got them after we finished a mission in Laos.” 
 
    “So Short would have one like it too?” 
 
    “Sure…” Dominic shook his head slowly. “I can’t believe he is truly gone. With your grandfather dead also, that just leaves me and Deweese.” 
 
    “You know where I can find Deweese?” 
 
    “Last I heard, he was living somewhere in the mountains in Cripple Creek.” 
 
    “Alright. Thank you for your time. I’ll be back if I have any more questions.” 
 
    As they walked off, Brody escorted them, a scowl on his face. 
 
    “Next time you come to my property; you better have a warrant.” 
 
    Colt stopped and turned to face him, amused when he reared back in fear. “Next time you point a gun at me, I won’t hesitate to shoot.” 
 
    He and James got into the car and headed to the office.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    When Colt and James arrived at the office, they found Lieutenant Smith waiting for them right outside the door. Smith informed Colt a Major General was waiting to see him. 
 
    “He arrived a few minutes ago and rudely demanded to see you. I tried to explain you were out on duty…” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “I was about to. I just got him to sit down.” 
 
    Colt walked up to the man Smith had pointed out. Not that he needed the description. He could tell the man was military from the stiff way he sat in his chair—back straight and hands placed on his thighs. 
 
    “Morning, General. I’m Sheriff Colt Brannon.” 
 
    The General took the hand he extended and shook it briefly before letting go. “I’m Major General Bastian Crawford.” 
 
    “How can I help you, sir?” 
 
    The General glanced at James. “I’m here to talk about the death of Eugene Short.” 
 
    Colt was surprised. “Really?” 
 
    General Crawford nodded. “Perhaps we could talk in your office…alone,” he added, nodding at James. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about James. He’s my Undersheriff. Anything you tell me would get to him soon enough. Come, we’ll talk in my office.” 
 
    In Colt’s office, the General took one of two chairs in front of the desk while James sat on the other chair, facing the general. 
 
    “General,” Colt leaned forward against his desk, “what do you have for me?” 
 
    “What do you know about your grandfather’s time in the Corps?” 
 
    “Not much. I mean, he told me a few stories but nothing really specific.” 
 
    “He couldn’t since most of them were classified.” The General moved closer to the desk and lowered his voice. “I pulled your service record, so I know you have the clearance for what I’m about to tell you. However, nothing we speak of today can leave this room. Is that understood?” His gaze moved to James who merely nodded. “Okay. Your grandfather was part of an elite unit of four men in the Marine Corps and their mission was to track down war criminals all over the world. On their last mission, they were going after a group of deserters who were running a drug ring over the border dealing in opium, cash, and gold. Your grandfather and his team managed to capture all of them except one man, Tanner Pallop.” 
 
    “Pallop…?’ 
 
    General Crawford nodded. “Last we heard about him, he was in the United States still running his smuggling business. We even believe he has connections in the area and is using some of the local businesses as fronts to run contraband.” 
 
    “You mean he is in Fremont County?” 
 
    “We are not sure.” 
 
    “If he is, then he’s probably the one who killed Eugene Short.” 
 
    “We think so too. We also think he is responsible for your grandfather’s death.” 
 
    Colt’s breath caught. “You’re saying he’s the one who shot my grandfather?” 
 
    “Or had someone kill him.” The General glanced at his wristwatch before returning his gaze to Colt. “I’ll have some files sent over to you. For your eyes only. It’ll help you understand the kind of monster you are dealing with.” 
 
    “Wait,” James spoke up for the first time. “You knew this guy probably killed an ex-Marine, and no one bothered to inform the local cops or even try to catch the guys?” 
 
    “Yes.” Colt could feel his temper heat up. “I bet you knew he was in the States before he killed my grandfather too. Why didn’t anyone warn him?” 
 
    “We did. I did.” General Crawford sighed wearily. “When I got the alert that Pallop may have been sighted in this area, I immediately called your grandfather to warn him to be careful. He asked me how reliable the intel was, and I assured him it was legitimate. Your grandfather and I decided it was our best chance to catch him, and so I pulled some strings to have your grandfather reinstated. I gave him access to the DOD’s files and your grandfather started to hunt Pallop down. They were making progress too, tracking down some of the businesses he used as fronts and using them to follow him. Then I get a call that your grandfather was killed in a drive-by shooting outside a local restaurant in town. I realized the mission was too dangerous for a couple of ex-Marines. So I closed the unit. Pallop disappeared and the trail went cold. For years, we haven’t heard a peep from him. Until we heard Eugene Short was murdered.” 
 
    “Tanner Pallop.” Colt's lips curled. “I’m going to get that bastard if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    General Crawford studied him. “I read your files. You were pretty impressive in the Marines, and as a detective in the NYPD.” He suddenly had a gleam in his eye. “Would you consider a temporary reinstatement? You get your old rank back and the DOD’s power of investigation and arrest.” 
 
    Colt scowled at him. “Don’t need it. Just give us the full power of the DOD to work this wherever it may lead us.” 
 
    It was not a question, but General Crawford nodded when Colt stared at him. “Of course. I’ll send an agent here to swear you in tomorrow along with the files. Remember, the files are for your eyes only.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    General Crawford got to his feet. “I’m sorry about your grandfather. I was his commanding officer. He was a really good man. A good Marine too. Hopefully, you’ll be able to finish the job he started. This is my card.” He dropped a business card on the table. “That’s my direct line. You call me if you need anything.” 
 
    Colt nodded and took the card. 
 
    “Gentlemen, good luck with your investigation. Keep me updated.” 
 
    Colt waited until the general had walked out of his office before he turned to James. “Alright, spit it out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know you have something to say.” 
 
    “Just wondering if you remembered we moved down to Canon because you promised it would be boring and less dangerous. Let’s see how strong that claim is holding up. We had two men pull guns on us this morning, and now we are chasing down a dangerous war criminal who has killed two people that we know of so far.” James shook his head. “Sounds very dangerous to me.” 
 
    “Sorry, James. But what else was I supposed to do? It’s not like I can tell him I won’t investigate a murder in my county.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not the one you should be worried about. Janice hears of this, she’ll kick your ass seven ways to Sunday and back again just for the hell of it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell her.” He slumped in his seat when he realized who he was talking to. “Alright, you don’t have to tell her everything.” 
 
    “I won’t be telling her anything. That is going to be you. Me, I’m going to be standing far out of the reach of her shoe or her gun.” He chuckled a bit then the sound faded as he rubbed his face. “You don’t think she is in danger, do you?” 
 
    “No,” Colt reassured him. “Pallop does not know we are onto him yet.” 
 
    James nodded. “I guess she could go and stay with her sister if things start getting dangerous.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “You know she is still hoping you and her sister can become a thing. She wants you in the family.” 
 
    “I thought I was already in the family.” 
 
    They chuckled. 
 
    “How about I come to dinner today and we can both tell her the new situation.” 
 
    James nodded. “That would be fine.” 
 
    Later that evening, when James and Colt walked into the Doles’ house, the smell of roast engulfed their senses.  
 
    “Damn, didn’t realize how much I’ve missed the smell of home-cooked food.” 
 
    Janice came out of the kitchen and gave Colt a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Nice to see you, stranger.” 
 
    Colt grinned wryly. “Hey, Janice. Sorry I’ve not had the time to stop by in a while.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know how busy you are.” She kissed her husband on the cheeks. “Dinner will be ready soon. You can set the table in the meantime.” 
 
    After dinner, Colt and James explained the new situation to Janice. When they were done, she told them she understood. 
 
    James moved closer to her and held her hands. “Honey, from now on, I’d like you to start carrying your pistol. You come by the office and we’ll get you a concealed permit.” 
 
    “You think I’m in danger?” 
 
    “No,” Colt quickly reassured her. “Just being cautious.” 
 
    “Oh, alright.” She smiled embarrassingly. “I might be a little rusty. It’s been a while since I shot a gun.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go to the range this weekend,” James decided. “Shoot a couple of rounds. Get you into shape again.” 
 
    “Alright.” She looked at both men. “Promise me you’ll be careful too. I’m trying to be understanding, but honestly, I’m a little scared. This is exactly why we left New York.” 
 
    “I know.” James took her hands and held them in his. “We’ll be careful, I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he stays out of trouble,” Colt added with a grin. 
 
    “And you, too.” Janice placed a hand on his cheek. “You stay out of trouble, alright? You're family too.” 
 
    Colt nodded. “I will.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Saturday morning, Janice woke up to find James in the kitchen preparing ham and eggs, fried potatoes, and toast.  
 
    “I know it’s not our anniversary, so to what do I owe this honor of you cooking breakfast for me?” 
 
    James grinned and kissed her. “Let’s just say it’s my way of saying sorry we’ve not had much time together since we moved here.” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” Janice's heart melted. “I know how busy you’ve been at work. You know I’m not mad at you for that.” 
 
    “I know. Still…” He pulled out a chair for her at the kitchen table. “Come on, sit. We’ll have breakfast. Then we have an appointment at the range on Red Canyon road. It’s time to get you shooting again.” 
 
    Janice grinned. “Best idea I’ve heard in a long time.” 
 
    After breakfast, they loaded his truck and headed for the range. James always enjoyed driving down the country road. Unlike New York, there was rarely traffic here and driving was relaxing. They got to the range and James stopped to admire the scenery. Green grass and trees that smelled divinely fresh. He parked the truck in one of the areas designated for shooting and laid out his weapons. James had brought his AR-15, his Remington 870 12 gauge shotgun, his Smith and Wesson revolver, and his SIG Sauer P220 40 Cal. The SIG was the weapon he carried on and off duty. He loved the way it felt in his hand, and he was accurate with it. James laid out Janice's Kimber 380 and her Smith and Wesson Snub nose 38.  
 
    He walked downrange to set up the homemade target he had learned to make out of PVC pipe from Colt. It was cheap and could be broken down for storage. 
 
    He was walking back to the truck when he caught a glimpse of something shiny in the tree line to his left. He squinted and stared in that direction. It looked like the sun was reflecting off something. A split second after he realized what it was, he heard the shot and the ground a few feet away from him exploded. He began to run just as the second shot missed his legs by a couple of inches. 
 
    “Janice, get down!!!” He ran towards the truck and dove behind it, shielding Janice with his body.  
 
    He grabbed his AR-15 off the tailgate and opened the truck's rear door to grab his ammo bag. He pulled out a full magazine for the AR, inserted it into the magazine well, and hit the bolt release. James duck walked to the passenger's front door, opened it, and reached in to retrieve his department handheld radio. James handed Janice his SIG as he keyed the mike on the radio.  
 
    “One Sam Two to dispatch.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” came the reply from dispatch.  
 
    “One Sam Two,” James continued. “I am off duty at Red Canon Road's shooting range. I am taking fire. I have a civilian with me. Send back up and notify One Sam One.”  
 
    “Copy that. Help is on the way.” 
 
    Sergeant Tonya Swanson, the dispatch supervisor who had taken James’s radio call sent a broadcast over the radio. 
 
    “All deputies in the Canon area, respond to the shooting range off Red Canon Road for shots fired. One Sam Two is off duty with a civilian and he is taking fire. Both are in danger.”  
 
    After making sure backup was on the way to James, Sergeant Swanson called the Sheriff's cell phone.  
 
    Colt picked up on the first ring, “Sheriff Brannon.”  
 
    Sergeant Swanson identified herself and re-laid the message to the Sheriff. Colt was already running for his truck before he finished talking. 
 
    He turned on his siren and began to speed towards the scene. As he drove, he picked up the radio and called dispatch. 
 
    “This is One Sam One. Keep this channel open.”  
 
    “Copy that sir,” came the reply. 
 
    Confident his message would be broadcasted, Colt keyed the mike.  
 
    “One Sam One to One Sam Two. Do you copy?  
 
    James got on the radio. “Go ahead, Sheriff.”  
 
    “Do you have the shooter’s position?” 
 
    “He is to the north of my location. About two hundred yards…” He growled in frustration. “Every time I try to get a clear shot, he fires two or three rounds at us.” 
 
    “How is Janice? Any of you injured?”  
 
    “No, we’re taking cover behind my truck.”  
 
    “Hang tight, buddy. The calvary is on the way.” 
 
    Colt asked for the location, and ETA of the responding deputies and was told they were fifteen minutes out. Colt figured he’d get there in five minutes if he maintained his current speed. He stepped harder on the gas. 
 
    * * * 
 
    James raised his head and cursed when a shot immediately pinged off the truck. 
 
    “He’s got us cornered.” He looked around him, then handed the SIG to her. “Alright, I’m going to move to the front of the truck. When I get into position, I want you to lay down and fire towards those trees. Don’t raise your head to look or anything. Just point and shoot, okay?” 
 
    Janice nodded, a defiant look on her face. James slowly inched his way towards the front of the truck. When he got there, he shouldered the AR and pointed it in the direction of the shots.  
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Janice dropped down and began to fire the SIG towards the hillside.  James leaned around the truck's front and fired three rounds towards the muzzle fire on the hill. He heard return fire and ducked, just before he heard Janice scream and looked up to see her holding her side. Blood leaked between her fingers and the gun in her hand fell to the floor.  
 
    “Janice!” James moved quickly to her side and pulled her from under the truck, sitting her against the rear tire. He reached into the open back door and retrieved his first aid bag. Grabbing his radio from the front seat, he called dispatch. 
 
    “Get me a chopper in the air. I have a civilian with a gunshot wound. I am rendering aid and still taking fire. Where the hell is my backup?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a reply but returned to Janice’s side to give her first aid.  
 
    The moment Colt arrived at the range, he looked around and spotted James’s truck. He immediately headed towards it. Just as he was about to pull in front of the truck, his front windshield shattered from a round. Colt jerked the wheel to the left, stopping sideways at the front of James's truck. He opened his door, grabbed his rifle case, and jumped out.  Crouching low to ensure he was covered, he made his way to James and found him applying a pressure bandage to Janice's wound. 
 
    “Janice…” He crouched beside her. 
 
    “Colt.” She tried to smile and winced when the pain wouldn’t let her. “I got shot.” 
 
    “I think she’s in shock,” James replied, still applying pressure to the wound. “She needs to get to the hospital now.” 
 
    “We have to take care of that shooter if we’re to have any hope of making it out of here.” 
 
    “He’s two hundred yards to the north, about halfway up the hillside.” 
 
    Colt opened his rifle case and pulled out his Remington 700 PSS 308 sniper rifle. He took a prone position and crawled forward under the truck. He shouldered the rifle and starting scanning the hillside through the night force 20X50 scope he had on the rifle. Pulling the bolt back he chambered a round and continued looking through the scope. He sighted movement in the trees and knew he had found his shooter. Colt took a deep breath, and put the crosshairs of the scope on the head as this was the only visible part of the shooter. He let out his breath, and when he felt the natural breathing pause at the bottom of his exhale, he squeezed the trigger. Colt watched the shooter’s head explode and knew he had hit his target. It was a long time since he’d used his sniper on a live target, and he was glad he had not lost his touch. However, there were more pressing matters he needed to attend to. 
 
    Colt backed out from under the truck and immediately called dispatch on the radio to get all available deputies to his location and block off the road. Then he told dispatch to call CBI and have them respond to a Sheriff involved shooting and get the Coroner en route. He asked the ETA on the chopper and was told it was five minutes out. He told them to switch to Sheriff net two on the radio, and he would give them landing coordinates. 
 
    Two deputy vehicles pulled up towards their location. Colt ordered one deputy back down the hill to block the road and ordered him to cordon the whole area as a crime scene. He directed the other deputy towards the hillside where he had shot the shooter and told him to make sure the area was safe for the chopper to land and to secure the crime scene. He wanted a half-mile perimeter around the victim.  
 
    “Why so large?” Deputy Jenkins asked.  
 
    “This guy was a professional. I want to make sure the area is large enough so we don't miss anything.” 
 
    Jenkins nodded and headed towards the hillside with a crime scene bag over his shoulder. His gun was drawn, and he scanned the area as he moved, checking to make sure there was no other shooter to ambush him. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Colt asked Janice. 
 
    She managed a smile. “I guess we’re all in the same club now.” 
 
    He managed to laugh.  
 
    She groaned in pain and Colt could tell she was feeling even worse than she was showing. He looked up into the sky, wondering where the hell the chopper was. 
 
    “How did the shooter know you would be here?” 
 
    James shook his head. “I have no idea. We were the only ones who knew about the range. The only time I talked about it was at dinner the other night. Then I got up this morning, made breakfast, and told Janice we were coming here.”  
 
    “I think we need our houses swept for bugs.” 
 
    “You think he bugged us?” 
 
    Colt shrugged. “How else could he have known about you and Janice coming here today?” 
 
    The sound of the chopper approaching got his attention, and he relayed the landing coordinates to the pilot over the radio. The pilot set the chopper down about a hundred years from their location.  The air medic started treating Janice immediately. They ran an IV line and gave her a shot to deal with the pain. Colt helped James and the medics load her into the chopper. 
 
    “Where are you taking her?” 
 
    “Denver General.” 
 
    “Can I come with her?” James asked. 
 
    The pilot gave him a sad smile. “Sorry. We are close to the weight limit and her injuries are so severe I need both staff.” 
 
    “I understand.” James kissed Janice’s hand. “Stay alive for me, baby. I’ll meet you at the hospital.” 
 
    As soon as the chopper was in the air, Colt called dispatch. 
 
    “Get One Sam Three, Lieutenant Smith, up here to drive James to the hospital.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Smith is not on duty, sir.”  
 
    “I know that. Call him at home and tell him to drop what he is doing and get his ass up here now.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir.” There was a short pause before dispatch continued. “Sir, an FBI agent is demanding to see you.” 
 
    “An FBI agent?” Colt frowned, wondering why an agent would be looking for him. “Tell them I don’t have time to see them now…” 
 
    “He says he is from General Crawford.” 
 
    “Shit!” Colt remembered the general was sending an agent. “Alright, tell him I’m too busy here. If he wants to come, he can get a ride with Smith. If not, I’ll see him some other time.” Call Smith back and tell him to pick the agent up from the Department on his way here. Copy That sir. 
 
    Colt was just dropping the radio when he heard Deputy Jenkins requesting his presence at his location. 
 
    By the time he got up the hill, he was exhausted and slowly getting irritated. “This better be good for you not to tell me over the radio.” 
 
    “It’s the shooter, sir…” 
 
    Colt stared at the body a few feet away. It was partly hidden by some shrubs. “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s… Come and see for yourself.” 
 
    Colt walked to the body, and he froze when he saw who it was. Brody Masters.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on in this county?” he asked no one in particular. 
 
    It took Lieutenant Smith about thirty minutes to get to the scene with the FBI agent. Colt and James walked over to the agent.  
 
    “Sheriff.” The agent held out his hand. “I’m Special Agent Johnson.” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “The general sent you?” 
 
    Johnson nodded. “I am supposed to hand this package to you and you alone. I just need your signature.” 
 
    “What is it?” Colt asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, sir. It came straight from DOD, and I was directed to deliver it to you without delay.” 
 
    Colt signed for the package. 
 
    “Thank you. I was also instructed to swear you and your undersheriff into federal service.” 
 
    Colt nodded and motioned James closer. 
 
    Special Agent Johnson stood in front of both of them. “Please, raise your right hand.” 
 
    He quickly performed the ceremony and was done in a few minutes. 
 
    “Thank you.” Colt nodded curtly at the agent. “Smith, get James to the hospital right away.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Call me when you know how she is.”  
 
    James nodded. “Sure. You’re waiting until CBI gets here, right?” 
 
    Colt nodded. 
 
    “Good.” He turned to Smith. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    It took CBI almost three hours to get to the scene and another four hours to finish processing it. Next, they questioned Colt about the shooting for about an hour. When they were done, they told him he was allowed to work but only in an administrative capacity. No fieldwork for now, until he was cleared in the shooting.  
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “It should only take a few days at most,” the investigator replied. “But it could take longer. Best I can tell you is that it would take as long as is needed to make sure there was no wrongdoing on your part.” 
 
    “I understand.” Colt was frustrated, but he knew they were just trying to do their job, like him. 
 
    After CBI left, Colt called James and asked how Janice was.  
 
    “Surgery went fine. She’s resting now. The doctors say they expect her to make a full recovery.” 
 
    “How soon can she come home?” 
 
    “A few days.” 
 
    “I talked with the Denver Police Chief. He’s going to send an officer to guard her.” 
 
    “Thank you. How did it go with CBI?” 
 
    Colt tried to open a bottle of water with one hand. “They are saying it will be a few days before they clear me to return to fieldwork.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the shooter was Brody Masters.” 
 
    Colt gave up and used his shoulder to hold the phone against his cheek so he could twist the cap open.  
 
    “I was surprised too.” He took a swig of water. “As shocking as that was, you’ll be pissed when you hear the source of the guns and ammo recovered from him.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “US Military.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “That was my reaction too.” Colt stared outside his window, not actually seeing anything in front of him. “I’m starting to wonder just how deep this hole we’ve got ourselves into really is.” 
 
    “You need to call the general. He’s got to know something.” 
 
    “That’s what I was going to do as soon as I finished this call. I’ll also be paying another visit to Dominic Masters. I think he knows more than he is saying.” 
 
    “Good. As soon as Janice is released, I’m taking her to her sister’s.” 
 
    “Great idea. I’ll make some calls and arrange protection for them.” 
 
    “You know the locals out there too?”  
 
    “No, I am calling in some reinforcements that I can trust with this. Don't worry.” 
 
    They talked for a few minutes more, then ended the call. Colt called the general immediately and as he waited for the call to be picked up, he used the time to collect his thoughts. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    Colt didn’t waste any time with niceties. “Brody Masters just shot James's wife with a military issued gun and I want to know how.” 
 
    There was a short pause on the other end. When the general replied, his calm voice wasn’t enough to hide his shock. 
 
    “I’ll call you back,” he hurriedly said and ended the call. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Later that night, Colt sat in his office, thinking about the day's events and the last few weeks. Janice getting shot had made it clear that things were even more dangerous than he had anticipated. What had started as a simple murder investigation had quickly degenerated into a mission of life and death, and the resources available to him as a sheriff would be inadequate in dealing with the situation. He needed a better team, more resources, and a whole lot more security clearance than his sheriff badge offered. There was only one thing to do.  
 
    He picked up his phone and called the general. General Crawford picked up on the first ring. 
 
    "Hey, Gunny. Sorry I have not called back. Still getting some information together." 
 
    "That's not why I'm calling." Colt got up from the chair and wandered over to the window. "I've been thinking about it. I don't know how Pallop got to Brody or if they've been working together before now. What I'm worried about is how Brody knew where Janice and James were going to be. I think he had our houses, maybe even my office, bugged." 
 
    "Then get someone to sweep the houses…" 
 
    "I plan to do that." Colt took a deep breath. "This whole mess runs very deep. I know this, and so do you. If I have any hope of cleaning it up, I'll need my old team." 
 
    "You've got it." 
 
    "I'll also need to be recalled to active duty. I need more security clearance and access to equipment than I have right now as a county sheriff." 
 
    "Then consider yourself recalled and promoted to lieutenant, effective immediately." 
 
    Colt already expected the general would not have a problem with that. "I have one more request. This was the same mission my grandfather was on when he died." 
 
    "Correct…" 
 
    "Now, I don't know how he did things, but I need to know that I'm always in control of the situation. This is my operation. I need command authority. It means I only answer to you, and I will not be kept in the dark about anything." A short pause… "And general, I mean anything…" 
 
    There was a few moments of silence before the general said, "I understand. You have command authority. I will give you black ops authority. That means you answer only to me on this operation." 
 
    "And my team?" 
 
    "They also get DOD and black Ops authority. Anything else?" 
 
    Colt returned to his seat. "No, General. You'll let me know once you find out more on this morning’s shooting, right?" 
 
    "When I find out something, you'll be the first to know."  
 
    Colt was about to end the call when the General continued talking.  
 
    "Now, Lieutenant, I need you to be careful out there. Lost your grandfather to this damn mission. I don't want to lose you too." 
 
    "You won't," Colt promised, more to himself than the general. 
 
    After the call, he powered on the computer on his desk and connected a flash drive to one of the USB ports. A password prompt appeared on the screen, and he entered the correct code to decrypt the drive. Opening the file he was after, he searched through rows of numbers until he found the number he was looking for. When he did, he picked up his phone and dialed the number. 
 
    "Who is this?" 
 
    "Corporal Chong?" 
 
    There was a short pause before the voice replied again, this time brusquer. "Who the hell is this, and how did you get my number?" 
 
    "Chong. It's Brandon…" 
 
    "Brandon… Gunny."  
 
    Colt chuckled, quickly picturing his teammate snapping to attention. "At ease, Corporal, and it's Lieutenant now. How's retirement?" 
 
    "Boring, sir." 
 
    "Then this should sound like good news. I'm recalling you to active duty. There's a mission I need your help on." 
 
    The reply came immediately. "What do you need me to do, sir?" 
 
    Colt was relieved. "A black ops authority letter will be delivered to you along with my orders. Get to the nearest base and get all the equipment you need to sweep for bugs and jamming devices. Bring enough to cover ten vehicles, three residences, a hotel, and a sheriff's department. Then report to the sheriff's department in Canon City, Colorado. You report directly to me. Is that understood?" 
 
    "Sir, yes, sir." 
 
    "Good. I expect to see you soon." 
 
    Colt ended that call and made four more. When he was done, all five members of his old team had been reactivated. Including him and James, they made quite the magnificent seven. Colt made one more call to his former CO. A female voice answered the call. 
 
    "Stealth Security. How may I direct your call?" 
 
    "Jackson Powell, please." 
 
    "Who may I say is calling?" 
 
    "Tell him, 'This water is over the dam.' He will understand." 
 
    A few seconds later, a gruff male voice came over the line. "Who is this? Why are you using this code?" 
 
    "It's Brannon, sir." 
 
    "Brannon," the voice became relaxed. "Long time. How's life in the NYPD?" 
 
    "Fine, sir. At least it was fine. I'm retired now. I moved back to my hometown to become the sheriff." 
 
    Jackson chuckled. "You never could walk away from the service life. So, what do you need from me? I'm assuming you didn't call me just to shoot the shit." 
 
    "No, sir. I find myself…" He suddenly remembered something. "Sir, is this line secured?" 
 
    "Wait…" A few seconds passed, and Colt imagined his CO punching in a code into the phone. "Alright, we’re on a secure line. Now, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    Colt told Jackson everything, starting from his grandfather's old unit serving in Korea and Vietnam and ending with Janice getting shot. 
 
    Jackson listened quietly. When Colt was done, he whistled under his breath. "Holy shit, Brannon. How did you get yourself into this kind of mess?" 
 
    "I have no idea, sir. I am trying to work my way out now and catch this Pallop guy. However, I need protection for my partner's family. I need four of your best men. I’m running this through the government, so you might as well consider it a contract and get paid." 
 
    "Alright, I'll put my very best people on it." 
 
    "I don't know just how far this Pallop guy's influence extends, so please make sure these are men you can trust." 
 
    "What, do I look like a rookie to you?" 
 
    "Sorry." Colt rubbed his hand over his eyes. "I'm a little on edge here. I know I can count on you." 
 
    "Good. Do you need anything else?" 
 
    "That should be all for now." 
 
    "You know if you do, all you need to do is give me a call. Where do you want me to send the men to?" 
 
    "To James's sister-in-law's house. It's in Georgia." 
 
    "They'll be there first thing tomorrow morning. Don't worry. No one is getting to your friends." 
 
    "Thank you. I'll call ahead and let Michelle and Janice know they are coming. I don't want them freaked out. Also," he quickly called out before Jackson ended the call, "can you tell the men they will need to be as inconspicuous as possible. Don't want to draw unnecessary attention." 
 
    "This is not my first rodeo, Brannon. I told you, I got this." 
 
    "Alright. Thank you. This means a lot to me." 
 
    "I know. You take care of yourself now. If this guy is as dangerous as you say, then he'll be coming for you too." 
 
    Colt bared his teeth. "I'm hoping he does…" 
 
    When Colt was done, he had one more number to call. He could already feel the onset of a headache and wondered if he still had any aspirin left. Either that or a very stiff drink. Maybe both. It would have to wait, though, since he could already hear a voice on the line. 
 
    "Hello…?" 
 
    "Michelle. It's Colt." 
 
    "Oh." Michelle sounded more relaxed now. "Hey, Colt. How have you been?" 
 
    "Fine. You know about Janice, right?" 
 
    "Yes. James called me a few hours ago. I can't believe she got shot." Her voice shook. 
 
    "She's fine now," Colt quickly said. "Surgery was successful." 
 
    "I know. I'm preparing the guest room for her." 
 
    "That's great. Thank you for doing this, Michelle. It means a lot." 
 
    "She's family. Of course, she can come and stay with me until this whole mess is sorted out." 
 
    Colt wondered just how much James had told her. "Anyway, I have made arrangements for extra protection for you and Janice." 
 
    "Wait, I thought the man that shot her is dead?" 
 
    "Yes, but he was not working alone. Now, neither of you are the primary target. But I don't want to take any chances." 
 
    "Aw, that's so sweet." 
 
    "Thank you. The security detail will arrive at your house tomorrow morning. Four men… Give them anything they want and do whatever they ask you to do." 
 
    "Okay…" 
 
    "Michelle, please, I'm serious here." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    Colt tilted his head up and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Michelle, we know how stubborn you can be. I'm telling you this is not the time for that." Michelle was Janice's younger sister and the lastborn of their family. Like most lastborn, she was stubborn and didn't like being told what to do. Colt had witnessed this at many Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners. "These men are professional. If they ask you to do something, please do it." 
 
    "Of course, I'll do it. I know I can be a little stubborn sometimes…" 
 
    "A little?" Colt snorted. 
 
    "…but," Michelle continued pointedly, "I'm not suicidal. I'm not going to cause any trouble." 
 
    "Alright. Thank you…" 
 
    "How about work? Can I still go to work or grocery shopping?" 
 
    I will explain the situation to your hospital. Officially, you'll be helping Janice recover at home, so you’ll still get paid. As for groceries, don't worry, the men will handle that. You just do what they say." 
 
    "Yeah, you said that already." 
 
    Colt smiled when he heard the defiance in her voice. "Hey, I'm grateful you are doing this. It makes me sleep better knowing you and Janice are safe." 
 
    "You want to thank me, how about we go on that dinner date Janice has been trying to set us up on for ages." 
 
    Colt remembered driving down the range and seeing Janice bleeding in James's arms. He remembered the vibration through his arm as the bullet left his gun this morning. He thought about the empty house waiting for him after all of this. 
 
    "You know what, you've got yourself a date." 
 
    "Yay me," Michelle chuckled. "I'm holding you to your promise, Brannon." 
 
    * * * 
 
    At 6:30 the next morning, Michelle was woken up by a knock on her door. She stumbled downstairs, pushing her arms into her robe. When she got to her door, she looked through the peephole and saw a gas man standing on her porch. Walking back to the living room, she grabbed her phone and dialed Colt's number. 
 
    "A gas man is standing on my porch. I'm assuming he is your man?" 
 
    "Give me a minute," came the reply.  
 
    A few minutes later, Colt confirmed it was her security detail. Michelle thanked him and went to open the door. 
 
    "Good morning, ma'am." The stranger gave her a bright smile. 
 
    Michelle scowled at him. "It's not a good morning when you wake me up at six on my day off. What do you want?" 
 
    "I'm Justin Turner. I am here at the order of Lieutenant Brannon. Colt Brannon." 
 
    "I know." She walked away, leaving the door open.  
 
    Justin closed the door and followed her in. "I understand your sister has not yet arrived." 
 
    "No." She walked over to the coffee machine and took out yesterday's grounds.  
 
    "Alright. There are four of us on your security detail. I'll be staying in the house with you and Mrs. Dole. We'll have two men on overwatch. They'll be securing the perimeter. Another man will be coming in and going." 
 
    As he explained the details of their cover, Michelle waited for the machine to finish preparing coffee. When it was done, she poured herself a full cup, sighed as she took a sip, and felt the liquid warm her body. Then she turned around and faced Justin. 
 
    "Now, what did you say your name was again?" 
 
    He blinked several times. "Justin…" 
 
    "You might as well repeat everything you just said. My brain doesn't start working until it gets its morning hit." 
 
    Justin sighed wearily but repeated what he had said earlier. "Do you have a map of the property?" he asked. 
 
    "Yeah, I think there is one in the den." She dropped a cup of coffee in front of him. "I'm guessing you’re the straight black kind of guy." 
 
    He nodded and thanked her but didn't touch the cup. "We'll need the map to figure out boundary lines. That way, we'll know how to set our security alarm. How big is the property?" 
 
    "About ten acres." Michelle inherited the property after her husband died of cancer a few years back. "You want the map, just take those stairs and follow it down. You can't miss your way." 
 
    Justin nodded and headed for the den. He returned in a few minutes. "Took a picture and sent it to the overwatch team."  
 
    "These other guys, am I going to be seeing them?" 
 
    "Probably, yes. However, they'll try to stay out of your way as much as possible. I'm the only one who will always be in the house." 
 
    "Alright." She got to her feet and took her cup of coffee with her. "This should be fun." 
 
    Later in the evening, there was a knock at her door. Michelle was going to answer it when Justin rushed ahead of her. 
 
    "What did I tell you about answering the door?" 
 
    "Not to. But it's James and Janice. They called us a few minutes ago to say they were almost here." 
 
    "No exceptions, ma'am. I answer all knocks at the door." 
 
    Remembering her promise to Colt, Michelle threw her hands in the air and stepped back. "Fine, be the doorman if you want to then." 
 
    Justin walked to the door and checked through the peephole. He’d already confirmed from the overwatch team that it was James and Janice, but double checks like this were why Stealth Security was one of the world's best security agencies. He confirmed it was James and Janice at the door and opened it. 
 
    James walked in and noticed Justin's hand resting on his gun. "Easy there, man. We are alone." 
 
    "Janice!" Michelle ran forward. "How do you feel?" 
 
    Janice hugged her sister awkwardly because of her injury. "Painkiller is starting to wear off, so a little uncomfortable. Happy I'm alive, though." 
 
    "I can't believe you got shot." 
 
    "Hey, Michelle." 
 
    "James." She hugged him too before returning her attention to Janice. "I already prepared the guest room for you. Come on, you shouldn't be on your feet." 
 
    While the women went in, James stayed with Justin. 
 
    "So, what's the security plan?" 
 
    Justin gave him full details about how they planned to keep the two women safe. "I've got one man coming and going. He'll be disguised as a mailman, cable worker, utility worker, or whatever won't draw unnecessary suspicions. Perimeter is secured with motion sensors and explosives as a last measure. The two women will be kept on the premises at all times. Supplies will be delivered when necessary. Don't worry. Nothing and no one can get to them." 
 
    "I trust you. Colt wouldn't put you in charge of their safety if you were not excellent at your job. I'll check up on them now." 
 
    He walked into the guest room and found Michelle setting the pillows behind Janice's head to make her more comfortable. 
 
    "Hey." She turned around when she heard him come in. "I'm having some more medical supplies delivered tomorrow." 
 
    "Just make sure the room does not look like I'm back in the hospital." Janice scowled. "I hated it there."  
 
    "She did. She wouldn't stop complaining. It's why the doctor said she could leave so early." James turned to Michelle. "I want to say thank you for taking her in." 
 
    "Alright, can you people stop thanking me for taking care of my sister? First Colt, and now you." 
 
    "You spoke with Colt?"  
 
    Michelle turned to Janice with a grin and nodded. "Yeah. He called to tell me about the security detail. Then he agreed to go to dinner with me." 
 
    "Really? That's…" Janice winced when she tried to sit up. 
 
    "You need more pillows. Wait a minute." Michelle quickly left the room. 
 
    Janice turned to James. "You are still feeling guilty, aren't you? It's why you keep on thanking Michelle over and over again. It's why you haven't left my side for a moment, even though we both know you need to go and help Colt with this situation. You know I don't blame you, right?" 
 
    "Doesn't matter. I blame myself enough for both of us. I was the one who moved us here from New York." 
 
    Janice snorted. "You got shot in New York, and I got shot here. Honey, I don't think we are the problem. I think it's the bad guys." 
 
    "I guess."  
 
    “I need you to stop blaming yourself, or I'll start worrying about you too. You know you need to be in control, so you don't slip up.” 
 
    "I know."  
 
    "Good." She caressed his cheeks and smiled when he leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    "Wait here. I have something to give you. Colt had it delivered." He quickly ran out of the room. 
 
    Janice glanced down and then rolled her eyes. "Sure, like I'm running anywhere." 
 
    He returned with a box in his hand and handed it to her.  
 
    "Is this a sorry you got shot present? Because I don't remember getting you or Colt one." 
 
    "Smartass. Just open it." 
 
    She opened it, and her mouth fell open when she saw the new Kimber 1911 in 380 caliber inside. James took it out and handed it to her. 
 
    "I want you to keep this with you at all times." 
 
    She nodded. "Don't worry, I will."  
 
    "Don't forget. Always aim for center mass, and don't stop shooting until you are sure the enemy is down." 
 
    Janice nodded. "Thank you, James. I love you." 
 
    "I love you too, honey." He leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    "Are you going back to Canon tonight?" 
 
    He shook his head. "No, I'll spend the night with you and leave early tomorrow morning." 
 
    "You need to eat. You've barely eaten anything all day."  
 
    "Good," Michelle quipped from the door. "I already started preparing dinner." She placed the pillows in her hand under Janice.  
 
    "You are making dinner?" James swallowed. "That's great…?" 
 
    "Of course, it is. You lovebirds can continue kissing. I'll go and check on the food now. I left Justin to watch over it, but I don't think he can cook." 
 
    When she left, James turned to Janice. "You think she's somehow gotten better?" 
 
    Janice turned to him. "What do you think?" 
 
    "Now, I feel even worse. First, you got shot, and now you have to endure your sister's cooking." 
 
    "Remember that the next time I want to redecorate the house." Janice chuckled. "Hey, how is Colt?" 
 
    "Fine." James sat beside her, and the two of them continued talking until Michelle came in to say dinner was ready. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, Colt headed into his office when he got a call from Chong to inform him the team had arrived in Canon and were holed up at the Quality Inn. Turning around, he walked back to his truck and drove to the inn. When he was close to the inn, he suddenly realized it was possible he was being followed. Instead of going straight, he took a right on Eighteenth Street and then another on Seventeenth Street, watching his rearview mirror to see if he had picked a tail. He drove around for a few minutes, making fast U-turns and taking several detours. By the time he parked his truck at the gas station closest to the inn, he was confident no one was following him. Still, he grabbed a baseball cap from the truck's front and began the short walk to the inn. He didn't need to stop at the lobby since Chong already gave him the number of the room they had rented. He walked quickly down the hallway until he got to room 143 and knocked on the door. There was a quick shuffle behind the door before it swung halfway open, and Chong stood in front of him. Colt quickly ducked into the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    There were four members of the team inside the room. Sergeant Major Herman and Blackburn were sitting on the bed, and Honeywell sat on a chair in the corner. There were boxes of equipment on the floor, and Colt could see they were already setting up, turning the room into their command center. 
 
    "Morning, sir." 
 
    "Morning, Chong." Colt nodded at the four other men in the room. "Hope you didn't have any trouble finding the town?" 
 
    Herman sat up. "Thought I was lost when I arrived here and saw the town Chong said you are the sheriff of now." 
 
    Colt smiled. "Yeah, Canon is a pretty quiet town." 
 
    "What's with the trucks?" Herman asked. "Almost everyone seemed to be driving one. Hell, I saw a woman who looked older than my ma behind the wheel of one when we got into town." 
 
    Colt thought of his truck parked at the gas station and could not help but burst into laughter. "I think it's a small-town thing. Plus, it is a mining town. You need trucks to carry things." He looked around. There was one member of the team left. "Where's Jamison?" 
 
    "He's—" 
 
    The sound of the toilet flushing interrupted Chong, and the bathroom door swung open. A large-framed man stepped out, still buckling his belt. 
 
    "Hey Brannon, we don't need to pass a physical training test for this mission, do we?" 
 
    Colt grinned at Sergeant Jamison. "Don't think you'll have a problem there. You look fitter than all of us." 
 
    Jamison beamed. "The healthy benefits of two divorces, sir. Nothing keeps a man in better shape than two beautiful women sucking the life out of his pension." 
 
    Herman rolled his eyes. "I guess now we know why you said yes to the mission." 
 
    Jamison snorted. "Like you don't need the money." 
 
    "Enough boys." Colt stepped in before the men started one of their legendary arguments again. It was amusing to see that years later, nothing much had changed. Jamison and Herman sniped at each other all the time. Chong worried about everyone and everything and was the de facto leader when he was not around. Honeywell just stayed silent until he had something to say or do. "First, I'd like to say that it is great seeing you guys again. I appreciate you dropping whatever it is you were doing to help me out." 
 
    "Didn't have anything better to do," Herman quipped. "Turns out, as much as I hated getting shot at, retirement is so boring sometimes I want to shoot myself." 
 
    "Well, you'll most likely be seeing some action on this mission." Colt stepped deeper into the room. "Now, this is a one mission recall. However, if you want to stay in after we are done, I can make that happen too." 
 
    "Need to stay alive to stay in, Herman," Jamison wisecracked. 
 
    Herman just bared his teeth at him. 
 
    "You have all been promoted one grade," Colt continued. "You'll receive pay allowances accordingly and a healthy bonus at the end of the mission." 
 
    "Nice. Now, can we get to the good part? The mission." 
 
    Honeywell frowned at Jamison but didn't say anything.  
 
    Colt tossed a flash drive at Chong, who caught it in the air and plugged it into one of the two laptops on the table. Colt pointed at the file he should open, and a picture of a man appeared on the screen. He turned to the room, not surprised to find everyone focused on him. They were capable of having fun and pulling each other’s legs. But when it came to the mission, their focus was unshakeable. 
 
    "This is Pallop, Tanner; this is the last known picture of him. We think he is responsible for the death of at least two ex-Marines tasked with hunting him down and bringing him to justice for war crimes."  
 
    Colt told his team the full story starting from his grandfather's mission in Vietnam and Korea. He told them about Pallop murdering his grandfather years ago, finding Eugene Short dead in his kitchen, up until the attempt on James and Janice. "Our mission is to hunt and bring him in, dead or alive. We'll also be going after everyone in his network. Any questions?"  
 
    He waited for a few seconds, and when no one stepped forward, he continued. "We'll be working primarily from here. How many rooms did you reserve?" 
 
    "The entire eight rooms at the back of this hallway. Four adjoining suites and four single rooms." 
 
    "Good. This will be our command center. Be careful when you go out and come in. Make sure you are not being tailed, and don't draw unnecessary attention to yourself. I want us to operate under the radar for as long as we can." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    Colt nodded crisply. "Now, Herman, Jamison, and Honeywell, you are going to head to Fort Carson. It's about a forty-five-minute drive from here. I'll give you a clearance letter to show them." 
 
    "Okay. What are we going to do there?" 
 
    "Get whatever armament you think we'll need." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    Colt turned to Chong. "I need you to go to my house, James’s, and my cousin Mike's. Sweep for bugs, and when you finish, I want you to secure all three locations with jammers and perimeter motion sensors. When that is finished, meet me in the sheriff's office. I need you to do the same thing there." 
 
    "Alright, sir." 
 
    "Did you bring the encrypted phones?" 
 
    Chong nodded.  
 
    "Pass them around. Remember the drill, men. Except for emergencies, we only communicate via secure channels." 
 
    They all nodded as Chong passed encrypted phones around. 
 
    "I already preprogrammed the numbers of the team on it. The extra one you asked for?"  
 
    Colt collected a second phone from Chong for James and slipped it in his pocket. 
 
    "What about me?" Blackburn asked as the men prepared to head out for their tasks.  
 
    "Blackburn, you'll be on surveillance duty." 
 
    Blackburn nodded. "Who is the target?" 
 
    "Not who. Where. You'll be going to Dominic and Brody's houses. I'm still trying to secure a search warrant for Brody's house. Until then, I want to know who goes in and who comes out." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Men."  
 
    The five of them snapped to attention at the tone in Colt's voice.  
 
    "I wish our meeting again was under better circumstances, but you are the only ones I can count on in these times. I'm trusting you with my life, that of my friends, and the safety of my town." 
 
    Jamison grinned. "Don't worry. We're on the job now, and you know we don't stop until the mission is complete." 
 
    Colt nodded, a little relieved to have his old team at his side once again. For the first time in weeks, he felt a little at ease. The groups dispersed, one by one, so they didn't draw attention to themselves. Colt returned to his truck at the gas station and drove back to his office. He caught up on his paperwork and continued his work on the budget for the next year. He was still working on the budget when he felt his encrypted phone ring, and he saw it was Chong. 
 
    "Where are you now?" 
 
    "Standing in the lobby of your office." 
 
    "Why? I left orders at the front desk that you were to be sent to my office the moment you arrived." 
 
    "I tried to explain that to the deputy here, but he wouldn't listen to me." 
 
    "What's his name?" 
 
    "Deputy Meyers…" 
 
    "Meyers?" Colt's brows furrowed, and he wondered what could have gotten into Meyers. "Alright, hold on. I'll send someone to come and get you."  
 
    He ended the call with Chong and dialed Lieutenant Smith's extension on his landline. "Smith, go down to the front desk. You'll see someone waiting for me. Sergeant Chong. Bring him to my office. Also, find someone to relieve Meyers at the front desk and bring him with you too." 
 
    A few moments later, Smith led Chong and a nervous-looking Meyers into Colt's office.  
 
    "Thank you, Smith." Smith nodded and turned around to leave. "No, wait. I think I'll need your help with this. Meyers…" Colt noticed the way Meyers tried to avoid his gaze. "Why wasn't I informed there was someone here to see me?" 
 
    "Uhm… I ass…assumed you were busy, sir." 
 
    "Is that so? Smith, do I operate an open-door policy or not?" 
 
    "You do, sir." 
 
    He turned to Meyers. "So why the hell did you try to turn someone that is here to see me away?" 
 
    "I… I'm sorry, sir." 
 
    Colt scowled, slowly getting furious. "I didn't ask for an apology, Meyers. I asked for an explanation." 
 
    "I can't say, sir." 
 
    "What do you mean you can't say? Why did you try to stop me from seeing this man?" He leaned in close to his deputy. "Is there something you are hiding from me?" 
 
    Sweat beaded on Meyers's forehead, and his voice shook. "No, sir…" 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and everyone looked up to see James walk in. He looked around the room, taking note of the tension in the air. 
 
    "What's going on?" 
 
    "Meyers has somehow gotten it into his head that he can decide who sees me and who doesn't. I want to know why. James and Smith, can you take him away and convince him to give me an excellent reason why I shouldn't take away his badge?" He looked at Meyers. "I need to be able to trust the men around me. I don't know why, but I don't think I can trust you right now." 
 
    James took Meyers by the arm. "Don't worry; we'll get to the bottom of this." 
 
    They walked out of the office, and Chong closed the door behind them. When he turned around, Colt made a circular motion indicating that Chong should start sweeping. Chong brought out a round gray device from the case he was carrying and switched it on. 
 
    "Signal jammer," he explained. "If there is any listening device in this office, it will scramble the transmission. We are secure in here for now." 
 
    "I think I'll feel more comfortable when I know there is no listening device inside here to start with." 
 
    "I'll start the sweep now." 
 
    Chong pulled out a box from the case and extended the antennas on it after turning it on. Starting from one corner of the room, he slowly and methodically swept the room, moving from the edge to the center of the room. As he got close to Colt's desk, the device began to make a high pitched squealing sound. They had found one bug. It was hidden in the statue of an old-time sheriff sitting on the corner of the desk. Chong reached out to take the bug, but Colt stopped him. 
 
    "Continue sweeping." When he was done, they had found three more bugs in the office. Two at the desk and one hidden underneath the bookcase. "Can you install a jamming device in the office that I can turn on and off anytime I want? I don't want the person that put the bugs here to know I am onto him just yet." 
 
    "I can do that." 
 
    "When you are done with that, sweep James's office and the admin area. Then install a second jammer that I can activate from my office or James’s. Or maybe remotely." 
 
    "I'm on it." 
 
    "Good. I'm in the office across the hall if you need me." He made his way to James's office and found Smith and James still questioning Meyers. "Enough!" he said in a loud voice. "I don't have time for your insubordination." He picked up a paper and pen from James's desk and started to write on it. "You are suspended effective immediately. Hand your badge and gun to Lieutenant Smith on your way out." He raised the paper, and the three men's eyes brightened when they read the message he had written.  
 
    "Yes, sir," Meyers obeyed the instructions on the paper. 
 
    Colt motioned the three of them to follow him. They returned to his office, and he aimed a raised brow at Chong. 
 
    "Room's still clear," Chong replied to his silent question. 
 
    Colt turned around and faced the three men. "Someone planted bugs around the station. I found three in my office. I can bet there will also be some in your office." He nodded at James, then turned to Meyers. "I also think you know something about this." 
 
    Meyers quickly shook his head. "No, sir. I don't know anything about any bugs." 
 
    "Then explain what happened in the lobby a few minutes ago." 
 
    Meyers looked at Colt, then at James and Smith. "After you fired Brody, he came to me and told me to keep an eye on you and report back to him. I figured he was looking for a way to get revenge on you, and I didn't want anything to do with that, so I told him off. Then a few days later, I get pictures of my wife and two daughters at the park. I knew it was from Brody, and I got scared. I know you're still new in town, but Brody has a real ugly temper, and I knew he would hurt them if I didn't do what he wanted. So I did as he asked." 
 
    "I don't blame him," Lieutenant Smith supported Meyers's claim. "Brody is very capable of that." 
 
    "Okay." James narrowed his eyes. "That I understand. But Brody is dead. You don't need to continue doing what he asked you to do." 
 
    "Yes." Colt turned to Meyers. "Brody is dead. Plus, what does keeping tabs on me have to do with you stopping him from seeing me?" 
 
    "When Brody died, I thought that was the end of it. Then I got a text message on my phone last night." He reached into his pocket and brought out his phone. He scrolled to the message and handed it to Colt. "It says that just because Brody is dead doesn't mean I'm free and that if I don't follow his instructions, he will kill my family and me." 
 
    Colt handed the phone to Chong, who began to fiddle with it.  
 
    "You got this message yesterday?" 
 
    Meyers nodded. "I ignored it at first. Then I walked out to pick up the mail, and I found an envelope with pictures of my wife and me. The bastard had broken into my house and taken pictures of us while we were sleeping." 
 
    "Fuck!" Colt muttered softly. 
 
    "I'm still standing at the dining table with the pictures when I get another message from the same number. It says I should stop anyone that tries to see you except the general." 
 
    Colt fell back against his desk. "Shit, this is even deeper than I thought." 
 
    Chong handed Meyers's phone to Colt. "Next time you receive a message; I can trace it." 
 
    Colt gave Meyers back his phone. "I wish you’d came to me the moment Brody started threatening you. Too late for that now. The number one priority is getting you and your family to safety." 
 
    Meyers nodded frantically. 
 
    Colt stood up, his mind working quickly. "This is what we are going to do. James, you are going to take Meyers to the lobby and suspend him in front of everyone. Make a show of it. If this guy has any more spies in this station, I want them to think you are suspended for real." 
 
    "Okay…" 
 
    "Do you have anywhere safe you can go to with your family?" 
 
    Meyers shook his head. "It's just my wife and kids. We don't have any extended family we can turn to." 
 
    Colt groaned. "Then what are you going to do now?" 
 
    "He could go and stay with Janice and Michelle," James suggested. "I'm sure Michelle can accommodate him if you explain things to her." 
 
    "Let me call Michelle and confirm she's okay with it." Colt picked up his phone and made the call. It was a short one, and it didn't take much effort to convince her. When he was done with her, he asked her to give the phone to Justin and gave him the update. Justin indicated he would need more men, and Colt gave his approval. He ended the call. "Okay, Michelle says you and your family can go and stay with her. Once you leave here, go home and get your family to the airport. I'll arrange a flight for all of you." 
 
    Meyers ran his hand restlessly through his hair. "I don't know…" 
 
    "What do you mean you don't know?" 
 
    "I'm the target, right? I'm the one they want. They are just using my family to threaten me. I don't think it's a good idea if I go with them. It would just be putting them in danger." 
 
    Colt glanced at James. "Then what do you want to do?" 
 
    "I was thinking I drop my wife and kids at the airport. Then I will find somewhere to lie low for a few days until all of this blows over." 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    James shrugged. "May just work." 
 
    "Then let's get on it. Remember, make sure you're convincing out there. Maybe throw a fit or something. Also, try not to say your plans out loud at home or in your car. They could be bugged too." 
 
    Meyers nodded and followed James and Smith out of the office. At the door, he turned around to look at Colt. 
 
    "I'm sorry for betraying you. You've been nothing but good to me, especially now, and I wish I'd trusted you from the start." 
 
    "Don't worry about it. Just make sure you stay safe, alright?" 
 
    He nodded, then turned and left with James and Smith. A few moments later, Colt could hear the sound of Meyers arguing with James from the lobby. Sighing, he returned to his seat behind his desk and prayed his plans worked. He wasn't about to suffer another casualty to this monster. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Meyers dropped his wife and kids at the airport and waited until the plane took off before he got back into his car and drove away. Following Colt's instructions, he drove around for a while, looking over his shoulder to make sure he wasn't being followed. After almost two hours of driving around, he decided he was safe to make his move. First, he left his car in the parking lot of a 7-11 and called a cab to take him to a roadside motel. He paid for two nights with cash, and after checking to make sure the locks on the doors and window worked perfectly, he texted Colt through the secure phone he gave him to tell him he was settled in. 
 
    He was wondering if it was safe to order takeout when his phone rang. He didn't recognize the number and, after debating the merits, answered the call. 
 
    "Who is this?" he asked, tiptoeing to the window and looking out at the nearly empty parking lot. 
 
    At first, there was nothing but ominous silence. Then he heard a voice. It was deep, frightening, and sent a chill racing down Meyers's spine. 
 
    "You know who it is, Meyers. Bad idea trying to run away from me. Horrible idea…" 
 
    Meyers scrambled away from the window, tripped over his leg, and fell on the floor. "I didn't run. I swear I didn't run. Please…" 
 
    "I warned you, didn't I? That was a stupid move sending your family away, but don't worry, I'll find them." 
 
    "Please," he ran to the door and tested the locks, no longer convinced it was strong enough to protect him. "Please, what do you want from me?" 
 
    "Nothing. You are useless to me now. But you can still be useful to them, and I can't allow that. You're a dead man, Meyers. As soon as I find you…" 
 
    The call ended on that ominous note, and Meyers knew he was no longer safe in a cheap roadside motel. He grabbed the single bag he had brought with him and hurriedly dialed Colt's number. 
 
    "He found me," he cried as soon as Colt picked up. "I don't know how but he knew I dropped Sandy and the kids at the airport today. He says…" 
 
    "Slow down." Colt was in his office with James when the call came. As soon as he saw it was Meyers, he switched on the signal jammer in his office. "Where are you now?" 
 
    "Some cheap motel off Iliff in Denver. But I'm leaving now. I have to get out of here." He tried to open the latch at the back of the door, but his hands shook so much he was having trouble holding it. "I think I need to be somewhere more open with more people. He can't kill me with people around, can he?" 
 
    "Meyers…" 
 
    "I was thinking I'll head on down to Elitches. It's close…" 
 
    "Meyers, don't leave that room." 
 
    "I can't stay here…" Meyers finally got the door opened and cried in relief. He began to race down the hallway to the lobby from where he could call a cab. "He's going to find me." 
 
    "You'll be exposing yourself. Go back to the room and let me see if I can get Denver Police to send a squad car to pick you up." 
 
    "No." Meyers's heart pounded in his chest, and he glanced furtively around him. "He'll get me…" He squealed when he heard something in the bushes beside him and sighed in relief when he saw it was just a raccoon. Then he heard a noise behind him and turned around to see someone pointing a gun at him from across the parking lot The phone in his hand clattered to the floor, and his legs buckled at the knee… "Oh God," he whispered, right before a bright light flashed from the gun, and his body crumpled to the floor. 
 
    On the other end of the phone, Colt heard what sounded like gunshots, followed by several screams and the sound of running feet. 
 
    "Hello. Meyers, are you there? Hello..." He looked up at James, who was watching his face for any information. "I think Meyers has been shot." 
 
    "Is he dead?" 
 
    "I don't know." He got to his feet and raced out the door, James following quickly behind him. "Put a call through to Denver Police and tell them we have a man down in…" The sound of his phone ringing interrupted him, and he quickly answered when he saw it was coming from Meyers's cell. "Hello, Meyers…?" 
 
    "No, this is Dave. Do you know the owner of this phone?" 
 
    "Yes…" 
 
    "Then you might want to meet him at the hospital. He just got shot." 
 
    Colt stopped, a tiny bit of hope flickering in his eyes. "He is still alive?"  
 
    "He is now, but he doesn't look too good. An ambulance is on the way, though. They say they'll get here in fifteen minutes." 
 
    "We're on our way." Colt began running towards his truck again. "Wait, did anyone see the shooter?" 
 
    "No, he ran off when people rushed out of their rooms to see what was happening. Shot him three times before he left, though." 
 
    "We'll be there soon." Colt got into the driver seat of his truck and pushed the key into the ignition. "What hospital did you say they are taking him to again?" 
 
    * * * 
 
    A few hours later, Meyers woke up in the hospital. His chest hurt, and it felt like he would die from the pain in his shoulders. But he was alive, and he was thankful for that. As soon as the doctors informed Colt that the surgery was successful, he called Justin and asked to speak to Sandy. He told her that her husband had been shot, but he was fine. He also informed her that as soon as the doctors said it was okay to move him, he would have Meyers transported to Georgia to be close to family. Sandy asked to speak to her husband, but Colt told her he was heavily sedated and resting. After updating Justin on the new developments and asking him to make the necessary arrangements, he ended the call. There was a knock on his door, and he looked up to see James walk in with a bottle of scotch and two glasses. 
 
    "I figured you'd need this after the last couple of days." 
 
    Colt waved him in. "You know the worst part about all of this?" he said as James poured. "I have two dead guys and two more injured, and we haven't even gotten the first clue about how to find this guy." 
 
    James pushed a glass across the table to Colt. They both raised their glasses in a silent toast. Colt threw his head back and drank the entire glass in one gulp, grimacing when it hit the back of his throat. 
 
    "You know what we need to do," he said, grabbing the bottle for a refill, "we need to go back to those files in my grandfather's secret room. If the present offers no answers, then perhaps our best bet lies in the past." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Later that night, Colt went to the secret room in his living room and pulled out some of the old military case files. He was hoping to find something in there to help him shed some light on what happened in his grandfather’s unit. He was still waiting to receive all the mission reports from the general. 
 
    The first file was dated June 12, 1968. 
 
    “For the last three days, my unit has been tracking a group of Viet Cong in the jungle parallel to the Ho Chi Min trail. They are picking up drugs and small boxes. The boxes appear to be heavy. We will be taking out the group soon. I am concerned about a new addition to my unit; his name is Tanner Pallop. He seems not to be worried about the danger we are facing out here. That bothers me. The rest of my team and I have been together since we entered the country. This guy was just transferred in. When I asked the Colonel about it, he just told me to do as I was ordered. It's not like the Colonel. He always takes my suggestions and planning advice; this makes me wonder if this guy is not CIA. Tomorrow we will be at the end of the trail. We hope to see who the contact is within the Vietnamese government.” 
 
    The report continued the next day, June 13, 1968. 
 
    “The group is on the move again. We are close to the end, maybe three clicks under three miles. As we approach the end of the trail, we hear vehicles and men working. I send Masters and the new guy Pallop to the right to try and surround them, hoping we can get the jump on them. The rest of us spread out, wide enough that we still have sight of one another. As we get closer, I see the vehicles, and they are not Russian or Vietnamese. They are US Military Jeeps, all loaded with drugs and the boxes we have been seeing. One of the crates falls to the ground, and the wood breaks. Gold bars fall out, and I wonder where the gold is coming from. I hear an American yelling at them in Vietnamese, and when I get a good look at him, I realize I know him. It's the CIA section chief for this region. His name is Walker Stradmore. 
 
    “I was still wondering what a CIA official was doing here and trying to figure out what to do when Pallop runs out of his hiding place, blowing our cover and telling the enemy to fire on the jungle in all directions. I order my men to hit the deck as the jungle explodes around us with small arms fire. We try to return fire, but we are pinned down. Realizing I would start losing men if I didn't do anything, I pick up my radio and ask for a close airdrop on my location. We stay behind the covers for three more minutes before an A-6 intruder makes a low flying pass and drops its entire payload on the compound, taking out most of the group. I radioed a thank you and gave my men the all-clear signal. We emerge from behind our covers and slowly begin to move forward, the cloying smell of burned flesh almost unbearable. We find no sign of Stradmore or Pallop. The jeeps they were loading were also gone.  
 
    “I catch movement to my right and spin with my CAR-15 raised, ready to fire, and I see Masters stumble out of the jungle. He was bleeding from his head. I order the men to finish clearing the compound while I went to attend to Masters's wounds. Masters explained he had been on point when he felt something strike him in the back of the head. He woke up to the sound of gunfire, then the whole thing exploded. I explain that was the close airdrop I had called in on our location. I radioed my position and asked for immediate extraction from a hot zone with injuries. Within ten minutes, a Huey Chopper landed on our position, and we were flown back to our base. 
 
    “After making sure Masters was going to be ok, I head to see Colonel Bastian Crawford. I explain what had happened. I asked who was running the show here and what part Pallop played in it. The Colonel tells me my group is being rotated home. I was never to speak of this again. I try to point out that we need to track these two down and have them charged with treason. The Colonel tells me I am not to ever speak of this again, and the same goes for my men. He says it's a direct order coming from above him. So I keep my mouth shut. I never stop wondering.”  
 
    Colt wrote the name Walker Stradmore down on a notepad. He would need to ask the general to shed more light on that. He looked at his watch and realized it was after midnight. He needed to get some sleep and be up early. He was meeting James and Chong at Brody's house the next day. The search warrant had finally been approved. A few hours after he went to bed, he opened his eyes and immediately knew something was wrong. He was reaching for the gun by his nightstand when he heard a voice from the dark corner of the room. 
 
    "Don't move…" 
 
    Colt froze and tried to look in the direction of the voice. He could see the outline of a man but didn't recognize who it was.  
 
    "Who is it?" he asked, his hand still slowly inching towards his gun. 
 
    "Going to say it one more time, Sheriff. Don't move." The voice remained in the shadows. "I've got a gun pointed right at your head, and I can have your brain all over your pillows before you get to your gun." 
 
    Colt realized he was genuinely cornered, so he pulled his hand back. "Who the hell are you?" He sat up in bed, still trying to see who was in the corner. 
 
    "I hear you've been looking for me." 
 
    "Pallop?" Colt guessed. 
 
    "Wrong. It's Deweese." 
 
    "Deweese?" The fourth member of his grandfather's unit. "Yeah, I've been looking for you. I wanted to talk about your old unit. I don't have any trouble with you. Well, unless you have something to do with Eugene Short's death." 
 
    "Yeah, Eugene…" There was a hint of grief in his voice. 
 
    "You think you can put the gun down now so we can talk like normal human beings? I need your help to find Pallop and Stradmore." 
 
    There was a small shuffle, then Deweese stepped out of the shadows. "You know about Stradmore?" 
 
    "The CIA chief helping Pallop run his smuggling ring? Yes." 
 
    Deweese sighed and began to walk out of the room. "Come on. I need a cup of tea." 
 
    Colt and Deweese sat in the kitchen, a pot of tea between them. Deweese was telling Colt about his last mission with his grandfather's team. 
 
    "After we were sent home, I lost track of the team except for your grandfather and the general. When your grandfather was recalled, he tried to recruit me too, but I said no. Then I heard about his death, and the guilt has been eating at me since then. I've been searching for Pallop ever since.” 
 
    "So you think Pallop killed my grandfather too?" 
 
    Deweese nodded. "Yes. At the time, your grandfather was investigating some businesses he suspected of helping Pallop smuggle drugs. He was starting to build a trail too. I think he got close enough it spooked Pallop, and that is why he killed him." 
 
    "These businesses my grandfather was investigating, do you know anything about them? I've been searching, and I can't find any report of it." 
 
    "I believe Pallop is connected to a couple of businesses in Florence. It's a small town southeast of here. You can start there." 
 
    "Why do you think Pallop is associated with these local businesses?" 
 
    "I've been watching them move items late at night. The operation looks similar to the last mission. I believe they are moving the drugs and money through there." 
 
    "It could be legitimate," Colt suggested. 
 
    Deweese snorted. "No legitimate business moves that much merchandise at night. Pallop is using them to launder his money." 
 
    "Alright, I'll check them out." Colt took one sip of his tea and set it down, grimacing slightly. He preferred coffee.  
 
    "I want in." 
 
    He looked up. "What?" 
 
    Deweese nodded resolutely. "Yes, I want to join your team. Maybe I can't run and jump like I used to. But I can still be helpful in a non-action capacity. I've been chasing this guy for years now. I know a lot of things." 
 
    "Can I think about it?" 
 
    Deweese raised his hands. "Sure, you think about it." 
 
    "Can I have the names of the shops?" 
 
    "Sure. I'll write it down for you." 
 
    Colt took the paper and stared at the name of the store. "The Five and Dime antiques and Things of the Past Antiques?" 
 
    "Yeah. Sounds quaint, doesn't it? You know Florence is the antique capital of Colorado. Perfect cover." 
 
    Colt shrugged. "I guess. How can I get in touch with you when I need to?" 
 
    Deweese thought about that. "I'm staying off the grid because of this Pallop mess. The last thing I want is for him to know where I am. But I'll be reading the paper every day. You want to meet, take out an ad in the shopper and ask for someone who can restore old two-way radios. I'll find you." 
 
    "How about next time we skip the whole gun and shadows thing, huh? I'm not as old as you, but I could still die of a heart attack." 
 
    Deweese chuckled and drank the rest of his tea. He took his cup to the sink and rinsed it out, ignoring Colt's objection. Then he left through the back. Colt watched him duck between two houses and then disappear. For an old guy, he still moved very quickly.  
 
    Colt returned to his kitchen table, thinking about his conversation with Deweese and what he had told him about how his grandfather was killed. Could it be that his killer was still here after all this time? Was the killer that arrogant and self-assured? Did he believe he would never be caught staying in the same area? Colt knew when people got confident, they also got lax and started making mistakes. Perhaps he would be lucky, and Pallop would slip up. 
 
    Colt reached out to Chong and the rest of his squad and gave them a run down. He told them they would be serving search warrants today. They could stop watching Brody's house once they had searched it, but he wanted to maintain surveillance on the uncle and dad's place. He also added the names of the two shops in Florence to the surveillance list.  
 
    He told the team he had heard rumors that the Florence Police Department was shady, so if they had any contact with them, to use the DOD creds. After making sure everyone understood their orders, he released them. Next, he called James and asked him to meet him and Lieutenant Smith at the office . 
 
    "Rough night?" James asked when Colt walked into his office. 
 
    Colt just sighed and walked to his chair. 
 
    "Blotter for this week, sir." Lieutenant Smith dropped the record of daily events in the station for Colt to review. 
 
    "Thanks. Call the officers at the hospital and check on Meyers for me. When you are done, meet us in the briefing room with two of your most trusted deputies." 
 
    "Understood, sir." 
 
    Lieutenant Smith walked out to take care of Colt's orders. Colt waited until he closed the door and then turned on the jammer. 
 
    "I had a visitor in my bedroom this morning around four." 
 
    James immediately sat up. "He attacked you?" 
 
    "No. It was Deweese, not Pallop." 
 
    "Deweese?" 
 
    "Yeah, we found his name on one of the files in my grandfather's secret room. They served in the same unit." 
 
    "How did he get into your house?" 
 
    "Jimmied a window open." Colt shook his head. "I can't believe I let a seventy-year-old man get the jump on me." 
 
    James chuckled. "Guy's been sneaking around for over forty years. He could teach us a thing or two." 
 
    Colt sighed. "I guess you're right. He did tell me how my Grandfather died and what he had been investigating and how he believed he was getting too close, so they had him killed. I have put the team on the two businesses he was looking into. They are still operating and run by the same family." 
 
    "It's usually a good thing when a business stays in the family." 
 
    "I know, right. Also, I need you to reach out to Becky Smith at the NYPD."  
 
    "The accountant?" 
 
    "Yes. I want her to follow the money. I don't know how far Pallop's reach is in this area." 
 
    "I'll get right on it." 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Colt turned off the jammer as James got up to leave. Smith and Chong were standing at the door. They walked in, closing the door behind them. 
 
    Lieutenant Smith went first. "Meyers is awake. Doctors say the tube comes out in a couple of days, and he will be ready to travel then."  
 
    "Thanks." Colt nodded happily at this information. "Have you picked the two deputies?" 
 
    "Yes."  
 
    "Okay. Both of you head to the briefing room. I have to call Meyers's wife, and then I'll meet you there." 
 
    Chong and Smith nodded and walked out. 
 
    Colt called Justin and asked to speak to Sandy. Her voice came on the line a few minutes later. 
 
    "Hello…" 
 
    "Sandy, it's Colt. I just wanted to let you know your husband is awake now. The doctors say he should be able to talk tomorrow." 
 
    "Oh, thank God." 
 
    "Yes. I'll have him call Justin as soon as he can so he can talk to you and the kids." 
 
    "Thank you, Sheriff. I'm so happy to hear this." 
 
    "I know. I'm sorry this even happened in the first place. I'm glad he is going to be okay too. Alright, I have to go now." 
 
    "Okay, take care." 
 
    "Take care…" 
 
    Colt hung up and held the phone limply in his hand. For a few moments, he just sat in his chair, thinking about all he needed to do. Then he got to his feet and made his way to the briefing room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Colt walked into the briefing room and inconspicuously hit the remote jammer. He still didn't trust everyone working under him, and if the enemy still had spies among them, he didn't want to let on that he knew about the bugs. Clearing his throat, he called the meeting to order. 
 
    "Thank you all for coming." He dropped the files in his hand on the podium. "Now, I know the past few days have been hectic for all of us, and I thank those of you who have had to work extra shifts as we deal with the fallout. But it is looking like this is just the beginning, so I need everyone to remain on their toes. Is that understood?" 
 
    There was a chorus of “yes sir” and nods around the room. 
 
    "Good. Next on the agenda, we have been given search warrants for Brody and Dominic Masters’ houses." He raised the warrants before dropping them back down and looked at the faces of his officers. "Now, I know this particular case hits close to home for most of us. I'm not going to stand here and speak on the character of Brody. Whatever your opinion of him is, it doesn't matter. We have a job to do, and we are going to execute it perfectly." 
 
    Everyone in the room nodded, and from the look on their faces, he realized Brody was not as popular as he’d thought he was. "Each of you will be paired with me, Sergeant Chong, Lieutenant Smith, and James. Due to this case's sensitive nature, no phones will be allowed at any of the sites. You are all to hand your phones over to Sergeant Chong. You'll get them when we are done." He watched as everyone gave Chong their phone without hesitation and was pleased with the sign of the trust they had in him. "Alright, let's move out." 
 
    First, they made their way to Brody's house. It was a single-story ranch with a garage converted into an extra room. There was also a large building behind the house. Colt instructed everyone to wait outside, then told Chong to sweep the house and the building behind it for bugs first. Thirty minutes later, Chong and the deputy finished with the house. 
 
    "Found four devices hidden inside the house," he reported to Colt. "I also found some more in his home office. New ones, still in their pack. Waiting to be installed, I guess." 
 
    Probably the ones left over after he installed the bugs we found at the office, Colt thought to himself. 
 
    "I guess they didn't trust him either… It would explain why they bugged his house. Alright, continue with the building at the back while we begin searching this one. Deputy Sandoval, you are with me." 
 
    "Yes, sir." Deputy Sandoval jogged over.  
 
    Deputy Sandoval had been pulled out of the detention center, and Colt approved the choice. Sandoval was still a kid, and he seemed like a nice one from what Colt had seen. Colt knew he had no family from his files. His parents and sister had been killed in a house fire when he was still a teen. Sandoval had been at a sleepover when the accident happened. The fire investigator ruled that the fire was started by faulty wiring. After the accident, Sandoval was raised by his grandmother, who died the year before. Colt knew he was a bit partial to Sandoval because of the similarities in their background. So far, the kid was yet to disappoint him.  
 
    "Alright, gloves on, and remember we bag and tag anything that looks even remotely suspicious," he instructed his team. "James, Smith… pick a man." 
 
    James took Deputy Sanchez, and Lieutenant Smith took Corporal Right. The three teams walked into the house and began to look around. Colt told James to take the backroom and Lieutenant Smith to start in the kitchen. He and Sandoval would begin in the living room. They all nodded and quickly dispersed to begin their search.  
 
    "You ever searched a room for evidence before?" Colt asked Sandoval as they began to explore the living room. 
 
    "No, sir." 
 
    Colt walked to the shelf in the living room below the TV mounted on the wall. He picked up the small statue on it, turned it around, and set it back in the middle of the shelf. There was a little click, and the bottom of the shelf dropped down to reveal a hidden compartment.   
 
    Sandoval gasped and quickly walked forward. "How did you know it was there?" 
 
    Colt chuckled. "Saw an advertisement for this shelf on TV." He reached into the shelf and picked up the pistol in it. "A Star 45. Seems cheap for a gun nut like Brody. Get a bag." 
 
    Sandoval walked over with a bag, and Colt dropped the gun in. He watched Sandoval tag the bag for evidence log to make sure he knew how to do it. Then they continued their search. He found some papers and rifled through them. They were news clippings from the day he was appointed as acting Sheriff. Under the news clippings, he found a bag of white powder.  
 
    "Probably meth," he said as he handed it to Sandoval. "Need to get it tested to know for sure." 
 
    The only other thing of note in the safe was an address book. Colt rifled through it and didn't find any address of note. He was about to close it when his eyes fell on a familiar name. Deweese. The address next to it was not in Cripple Creek or Victor but Penrose. Penrose was east of Canon, about a ten-minute drive. Deweese was going to have to explain that. He handed the address book to Sandoval for tagging. 
 
    "Continue searching," he instructed Sandoval. "I'm going to step out for a bit to make a call." 
 
    Sandoval nodded and continued searching the room. Colt walked to the porch and when he was sure he was out of earshot, brought out his phone. First, he made a call to the paper and placed an ad for a two-way radio repairer. After confirming the ad, he called Honeywell. 
 
    "You busy?" he asked when Honeywell answered the call. 
 
    "Not really. You got something for me?" 
 
    "Yes. I want you to take one of the other guys and go out to Penrose. I'll text an address to you. I need you to check it out for me." 
 
    "Cool, I'll take Herman." 
 
    Colt nodded. "Okay. Now, Honeywell, you have to be very careful. The place may be booby-trapped." 
 
    "Really?" Honeywell sounded very excited. "Finally, something interesting to do. So what kind of traps are we talking about here?" 
 
    "I don't know. All I know is the owner is an ex-Marine with excellent reasons to be paranoid. So before you go, do a deep dive on the property. Find out everything you can about the house and the owner." 
 
    "Alright. So what should we be looking for?" 
 
    "Anything suspicious or of interest to our case." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "And Honeywell," Colt paused. "Please be careful. Too many close calls lately, and I'm tired of them." 
 
    "I'll be careful." 
 
    "Good. Keep me posted." 
 
    Colt ended the call and walked back into the room. Sandoval was still searching the room, and Colt was impressed by his enthusiasm.  
 
    "Find anything else?" 
 
    Sandoval glanced back. "No. Just more porn and some junk mail." 
 
    "Mail? Let me see." 
 
    If Deweese was old school, Pallop might have been too. Sandoval handed a pile of mail to him. Colt rifled through the mail but found nothing of note. James walked out with a piece of paper and gave it to Colt.  
 
    "What does this look like to you?" 
 
    Colt looked at the writing on the paper. "It's an old cipher developed in the military. It's been made redundant ever since the Russians managed to break the code in the 1960s." 
 
    "Can you read it?" 
 
    "Now?" He shook his head. "I'll need some more time. Log it into evidence. I'll take a look at it later." 
 
    James handed the paper to Sandoval. "What have you found here?" 
 
    "Nothing much. A gun and an address book. How about you?" 
 
    "Same thing. More guns and a ton of old playboy magazines." 
 
    Lieutenant Smith walked into the living room with a box of Lucky Charms. 
 
    Colt sighed. "So all we have are guns, porn, and cereal. Starting to wonder if we are in the right house." 
 
    "Found this inside the cereal box, sir." Lieutenant Smith pulled a flash drive from the box. 
 
    "Finally." Colt took the flash drive from him. "Anything else?" 
 
    "Well, we found a pistol hidden in a shelf in the kitchen." 
 
    Colt shook his head. "Hides guns all over the house. He feared something… or someone." He picked up his phone and called Chong. "I have a flash drive here, and I need you to come and check it out for me." 
 
    A few minutes later, Chong walked into the house.  
 
    "You done out there?" 
 
    Chong nodded. "I found more bugs." 
 
    "Need to know what's on this drive." He handed the drive to Chong. 
 
    "Where did you find this?" 
 
    "Smith found it in the kitchen. Why?" 
 
    "Scanner should have picked it up." Chong turned to Lieutenant Smith. "Where did you find the flash drive?" 
 
    "In this box."  
 
    Chong took the box from Lieutenant Smith and looked inside it. There was nothing but the plastic bag that held the cereal. He pulled the plastic bag out and showed Colt the series of wires attached to a battery on the floor of the box.  
 
    "He created a mini-Faraday cage inside the box. It blocks out scanners. That's why I didn't pick it up the first time. He's either smarter than we think or working for someone brilliant." He handed the box back to Lieutenant Smith. "Alright, let's have a look at what's inside this drive." 
 
    Chong brought a computer from his bag and launched a sweeper program before inserting the flash drive into it.  
 
    "Checking for traps and viruses," he explained as he waited for the sweeper to complete its task. "It's also going to bypass the password security program." 
 
    When the sweeper finished processing the drive, the computer opened to a screen with several files on it. Chong started working his way through the files. He opened one and found a list of names and dates. 
 
    "It's his hit list," James said when he saw the data. "Look, he has the names, time of hits, and his fee." 
 
    Everyone in the room was stunned. 
 
    "Are you saying Brody was a hitman?" Lieutenant Smith asked. 
 
    "Looks like it," Colt replied. "Maybe not every name on the list is a hit job. What is clear is that he did something for the people on that list and got paid for it." 
 
    "From what I can see here, this guy has an account with over five hundred thousand dollars in it." 
 
    "Call Becky," Colt instructed James. "Hand over all the financial data to her. Let's see what she can dig up." 
 
    “Who is About?” Chong asked. “The name pops up many times.” 
 
    "About?" Colt frowned. "Maybe code?" 
 
    "No. It's A. Bouts," Sandoval chimed in. 
 
    "A. Bouts?" Colt shook his head. "I don't think I've met someone called Bouts before." 
 
    "We have a Bouts. She clerks for the county commissioner." 
 
    "Yes," Right nodded. "Amanda Bouts." 
 
    "What does a County Clerk have to do with Brody?" 
 
    "There is a folder here with her name on it." 
 
    Chong clicked the folder open, and Colt was shocked to see several documents with information about him.  
 
    "Almost everything here is about you." James looked at Colt. "What business do you have with this Bouts person?" 
 
    "You think they were trying to kill you?" Lieutenant Smith looked worried. 
 
    Colt looked at James. "He came after you and not me. Why?" He shook his head. "Check the dates those things were sent." 
 
    Chong did. "About four months." 
 
    "Right around the time Mike first came to me for the sheriff job. That was before the commissioners approved me for the job, and I told him I would be bringing you on." Colt shook his head, still confused by what was happening. "I need to call Mike." 
 
    Outside on the porch, Colt called Mike on his secure line.  
 
    "Mike, what do you know about Amanda Bouts?" 
 
    "Not much. We are friendly but not friends. Why?" 
 
    "I need you to get me a search warrant for her car, home, and place of work." 
 
    "Search warrant for Amanda? What did she do?" 
 
    "Just found her name on Brody's flash drive with a list that showed that she had a business relationship with him. There is also a file here from her, talking about me. She was working with Brody." 
 
    "Amanda?! I can't believe that." 
 
    "The warrant?" Colt asked impatiently.  
 
    "I'll get you your warrant and get a judge to sign it." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "No problem. It should be ready around two p.m. Amanda doesn't leave from work until four-thirty." 
 
    "Can you arrange a meeting for me with the commissioners and come with them when you drop the warrant at two?" 
 
    "I'll try." 
 
    "Alright. Thank you." 
 
    Colt walked back into the house and found the men still tagging evidence. He turned to James. 
 
    "I am headed back to the office with Chong. Take Sandoval with you to execute the warrant on the uncle's house. Don't forget he might be armed, so be careful." 
 
    James nodded. "Copy that." 
 
    Colt and Chong got to the office at 1:45 p.m. They found Mike waiting in the lobby.  
 
    "Here's your warrant." He handed it to Colt. "You sure Amanda is mixed up in this?" 
 
    "She is. We just don't know to what extent." Colt flipped through the warrants to make sure everything was okay. "The county commissioners?" 
 
    "They've started arriving. I told the officer at the front desk to send them to the briefing room." 
 
    "Good. I'll drop this in my office and meet you guys in a few minutes." 
 
    A few minutes after 2 p.m., Colt walked into the briefing room. All the county commissioners were present, and Colt stood in front of the room. He had already activated the jammer to secure it.  
 
    "Good afternoon," he started. "I apologize for the sudden request for this meeting. But I am sure you all understand why it is necessary. When I was appointed as the sheriff, I was determined to give my best to this county. Part of that was ridding this department of people who didn't measure up to the standard I wanted. Part of that exercise involved removing Brody from the force. I felt he was an arrogant, glory-seeking ass with a horrible history. I underestimated just how corrupt and rotten he was. By now, most of you are aware that Brody Masters is dead." 
 
    The room erupted in a flurry of voices as the commissioners all tried to talk at once.  
 
    "Order please," Colt demanded, and the room fell quiet. 
 
    "How did it happen?" Commissioner Stanley Stevenson asked. 
 
    "Two days ago, my undersheriff and his wife were at the range together, enjoying a day off, when Brody tried to kill them. We believe he had prior knowledge of their movement, which was why he could follow them to the range. He shot and wounded the wife of my undersheriff. I arrived first on the scene and shot and killed him as he was still firing on my friends, Undersheriff Dole, and his wife." 
 
    Commissioner Alexander Boggs spoke next. "How do you know he had prior knowledge of their location?" 
 
    "The conversation where they decided to go to the range took place at their house. I was having dinner with them. That particular information was never discussed outside that house, and the date and time were only confirmed on the very morning they visited the range. We've suspected that the house may be bugged for a while, so I had it swept. We found several bugs in the house. Also, I executed a search warrant on Brody's home about an hour ago and found several bugs in his house waiting to be installed in other places." 
 
    "You should have told us all of this sooner," Stevenson told Colt. 
 
    "To be honest, things escalated faster than I expected, and I had a lot of things to take care of. Remember, this is what I am trained to do. Investigate." He looked at the commissioner, waiting for anyone to dispute his claim. After a few seconds of silence, he continued. "While searching at Brody's' house, we found a flash drive. It contained information about me dated four months ago. This was before I was even offered this job. It was sent to Brody from Amanda Bouts and proved she was working with him." He watched the room, not surprised at the looks of surprise he was seeing. "As we speak, deputies are placing Amanda Bouts under arrest and seizing both her work and home computers. They are going to search her house and dig up every connection she had to Brody and evidence of any other illegal activities." 
 
    Stevenson stood up; his face was red with rage. "Sheriff, you have exceeded your authority. Amanda is a county employee in our office and a decent woman. I have known her for years, and she is nothing like you are trying to paint her. She doesn't deserve this treatment. I am calling an emergency meeting and demanding a vote of no confidence in you. I will have you removed." 
 
    Commissioner Wyatt Sampson, the head commissioner, sighed and shook his head. "Stevenson, shut up and sit down. No one here is going to vote to remove the sheriff. He is the only one who looks like he knows how to fix the problem we are in right now." 
 
    Stevenson fumed a bit but eventually sat down. "We start allowing outsiders to come in and treat the locals any way they want, I wonder if they will vote for us next election." 
 
    Colt chuckled. "I'm not an outsider. I grew up in this town. My grandfather was a former sheriff in this county. The people understand that we are trying to help them, and they don't seem to mind any of our activities. Now, I'm wondering why you are so intent on getting rid of me. I have an idea, and from the face of the other people in this room, I think they are thinking what I am thinking too." 
 
    Stevenson looked around, surprised to see the wary glances from his colleagues. "Come on. I have nothing to do with this, and I have nothing against the sheriff."  
 
    Colt raised a brow. "No? Then why did you just try and call for my removal?”  
 
    Stevenson's head fell, and he stared down at the table. "Amanda is my daughter." 
 
    The room fell into a shocked silence. 
 
    "Stevenson!" Commissioner Sampson growled at him. "Is this some kind of joke? I know your wife and your kids. I have never seen Amanda in the family portrait." 
 
    Stevenson raised his head but couldn't meet the eyes of anyone in the room. "My wife doesn't know about her. I had an affair twenty years ago. You arrest her, and she is going to tell everyone about her mother and me. Katie will kill me if she finds out."  
 
    Colt gave him a flat stare. "That is your problem, and the fact that you tried to get me fired just to cover your cheating ass makes me think you are no better than you were twenty years ago." 
 
    Stevenson hung his head and kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Sampson shook his head at Stevenson, then turned to Colt. "Go ahead with the warrant and let me know if you need anything." 
 
    Colt nodded. "We might need someone from the county to work with my men to figure out what is official county business on her work computer." 
 
    "I'll get someone to cover that. We'll also be sending a replacement for her." 
 
    "Thank you. We'll be shutting down her office for the rest of the day, so we don't get any leaks. The replacement can start first thing tomorrow." 
 
    "No problem." Sampson rose to his feet. "Sheriff, I want you to know we are thrilled we have you in our corner. We are putting our faith in you." 
 
    Colt shook the commissioner's hand. "I'll do my best. Thank you." 
 
    "Keep me apprised of any new developments," the commissioner said as he left. 
 
    Colt shook the hands of each commissioner as they passed him on their way out, some stopping to say a few words. When Stevenson passed, Colt just glared at him. His gaze fell, and he hurried away.  
 
    "That was tense," Mike said. He and Chong were the only ones left in the room. 
 
    "It could have been worse," Colt replied. Tired, he sat down on one of the chairs. "Feels like it's going to get worse. I doubt Amanda is the only county employee working for Pallop. I dare to say that some of the senior officials in the county are under his thumb." 
 
    Mike nodded. "Yeah, I was thinking the same thing too." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    When Stevenson left the sheriff's office, he drove straight to Bank of the Rockies, one of the only two banks in Fremont. He walked into the bank, past the counters, and straight into the president's office. Orlando Flake was surprised when his door swung open, and Stevenson walked in. 
 
    "What are you doing here? We don't have a meeting scheduled anytime soon." 
 
    Stevenson closed the door behind him and walked in, slumping down on the chair in front of Flake. 
 
    "We are in trouble. Real trouble…" 
 
    Flake's heart fell at the conviction in Stevenson's voice. "What happened?" 
 
    "Brody's dead." 
 
    Flake's eyes widened at that news. "How?" 
 
    "He tried to kill the undersheriff and his wife two days ago. Colt was the one who shot him dead. I was shocked when I heard this afternoon." 
 
    "Pallop is not going to like this." 
 
    "That is the least of our worries." Stevenson swallowed before he continued. "The sheriff got a warrant to search Brody's house, and they found a flash drive with information that Amanda sent to him with the sheriff's details. You know the one we sent four months ago when we wanted to bring him here so you could find out what he knew before we killed him." Stevenson looked at Flake. "I mean, that was your and Pallop's plan, wasn't it? I believe your exact words were, as you put it, 'No loose ends.'" 
 
    "Fuck!" Flake got up and quickly went to lock the door. "You sure about this?" 
 
    Stevenson was already sweating through his shirt even though the room was cool. "I just got out of a meeting with the sheriff and other commissioners. They have warrants to search Amanda's house, office, and car. We're fucked." 
 
    "Calm down." Flake picked up his phone. "I'll make a call and get Amanda an attorney before they can question her." 
 
    "How about Katie? If she finds out about Amanda, then we are finished." Stevenson's hands shook, and he curled them into fists to stop them. "You know she handles all the money we move between your bank, my business, and the mines. There is no way you can stop her from squealing if she hears I have an illegitimate daughter." 
 
    "Just leave that to me," Flake assured him. "I'll take care of this. But I need you to calm down." 
 
    Stevenson nodded and crossed his hands between his legs, slowly rocking back and forth. Flake dialed a number on his phone. 
 
    "Geoffrey, I need you to get to the sheriff's office. Amanda is about to be arrested…" He listened for a few seconds, his brows furrowing. "It's a long story. I'll tell you everything later. Just get to the sheriff's office and make sure you post bail for Amanda. I don't want them questioning her." 
 
    He talked for a few seconds, then ended the call and turned to Stevenson. "Geoffrey will handle the problem. Now, you are going to go back home and keep your mouth shut. I don't need to tell you what can happen if you start blabbing. Remember, anyone can do what you do." 
 
    "Sure. Sure…" Stevenson nodded nervously. "I won't tell anyone anything. But you'll take care of this?" 
 
    Flake nodded. "Go home. Amanda would be out of jail soon. I'll set up a meeting with you and Amanda when I am ready." 
 
    Stevenson nodded and chuckled a little. "I guess I was worried for nothing. I should have known you'd find a way." 
 
    "Of course, I'll do anything to make sure our arrangement stays safe. And by anything, I mean anything.” He eyed Stevenson. “Don't forget that." 
 
    Something about the way Flake made his statement made Stevenson wonder if he should not pay Sheriff Colt a visit. When he was alone in his office again, Flake locked the door then picked up his cell phone. He speed-dialed a number and waited for the phone to be answered. 
 
    "Hello, partner." 
 
    If there was one thing that always surprised Flake about Pallop, it was how soft-spoken he talked most of the time. Especially considering Flake knew just how much of a psychopath Pallop was. It was why he was dreading Pallop's reaction to the news he was about to deliver. 
 
    "We have a problem." 
 
    There was a slight hesitation before Pallop replied. "Since you are calling me, I am assuming this is something you can't take care of." 
 
    "Brody is dead." 
 
    The pause was longer this time. "Who the hell told you that?!"  Pallop roared. 
 
    "Stevenson just left my office from a meeting with the sheriff. Brody tried to kill the undersheriff and his wife two days ago. The sheriff killed him, and they got a warrant for his house." Flake paused, tugging at his tie as he braced himself. "They searched Brody's house and found a flash drive with the information we sent to him from Amanda with the sheriff's information." 
 
    "Why the fuck did that stupid son of a bitch keep…" Flake heard the sound of glass breaking and winced, glad he could not deliver this news in person. "He is supposed to delete all of that information." 
 
    "Also, they found the bugs in the undersheriff's house and in Brody's house too." 
 
    For the next thirty seconds, Flake heard Pallop scream expletives at the phone, describing the creative way he wanted to kill Brody. 
 
    "Alright," Pallop tried to get himself under control. "Alright, we can figure this out. We can push most of this on Brody. He is dead now, so who is to say otherwise?" 
 
    "And Amanda Bouts?" 
 
    "We'll take care of her and her daddy. I have the perfect man for the job."  
 
    Flake could hear the smirk in Pallop's voice. "Okay." He was not about to risk his life to intercede for Stevenson. "Then we just have Brody's uncle and dad to worry about." 
 
    "No, I don't think we have anything to worry about the uncle. We all go back to the war, and he still gets a share of the profit. Plus, he gets Brody's, too, now. Just to be safe, set up a meeting. I'll talk to him myself." 
 
    Flake nodded. "I'll call him and tell him he needs a new loan." 
 
    "As far as Brody's dad goes, if the uncle can't keep him quiet, we'll take care of him." There was a small pause and what sounded like a lighter going off. "Tell Geoffrey to make sure all Stevenson's assets are in his wife's name. That way, if something happens to him, it won't interrupt the flow of our products and cash through his businesses." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Good. I'll contact the person that will take care of Stevenson and Amanda. I think Amanda dies in a car accident and a gas leak in Stevenson's cabin." 
 
    "It has to look like an accident." Flake cleared his throat. "We can't have another unexplained death. Not with the current sheriff." 
 
    "Don't worry. It will look like an accident. Then I'll take care of that sheriff too. He's turning out to be a pain in my ass. Just like his damn grandfather." 
 
    Flake waited and didn't talk until he was sure Pallop was done talking. "I'll call Dominic right away. He should be in here before three p.m. today." 
 
    "Good, call me when he is there. Then you tell Stevenson we are meeting at his cabin this weekend." 
 
    The line went dead, and Flake let out a breath he didn't know he had been holding. Talking to Pallop was a scary affair, and Flake was just glad he was not one of the casualties this time. Lifting his phone, he called Dominic Masters. 
 
    A few minutes to 3 p.m., Flake got a call from the reception desk that Dominic Masters was in the bank to see him. He walked to the lobby and shook hands with Dominic.  
 
    "Let's step into my office," he said to Dominic. He invited Dominic to sit on one of the two chairs in front of his desk in the office. "Do you want any refreshment?" 
 
    Dominic shook his head. "What I want to know is why you are offering me a loan. Last I checked, banks are not in the habit of offering old men with no jobs like me loans." 
 
    "Pallop wants to speak with you." 
 
    Dominic's eyes widened. "Pallop…" 
 
    Flake nodded. "I am going to call him and put him on speaker so you two can talk." 
 
    "Hold on." Dominic raised a hand before Flake could pick up his phone. "What's going on here, and before you lie to me, remember I know where the bodies are buried." He observed Flake. "I also know who you are, CIA Station Chief Stradmore." He smiled when he saw Flake's eyes widen. "I'm old, not stupid." 
 
    "What's your point?" 
 
    "If you think you and Pallop can just do away with me, maybe you should think again. I have taken some precautions if anything should happen to me. All the information I have about you and Pallop and the whole operation will be sent to the papers, CIA, Military Intelligence, FBI, DOD, and Colt Brannon himself if I should ever 'go missing.'" He placed air quotes around the last phrase. 
 
    Flake sighed. "There is no need to make threats. Pallop has a gift for you. Can I call him now?" 
 
    Dominic nodded, still a little wary. Flake Dialed Pallop and put the phone on speaker. The phone rang a few times before Pallop answered. 
 
    "Gentlemen…"  
 
    "Dominic is here," Flake explained.  
 
    "I know that." Pallop sounded impatient. "Dominic?" 
 
    "What do you want?" Dominic asked. 
 
    Pallop chuckled. "Calm down. I heard about your nephew, and I wanted to extend my condolences. I hope you know I didn't send him on the mission he got killed on." 
 
    Dominic shrugged. "Brody's always been dumb. Surprised he's made it so far." 
 
    "Good. You understand. Notwithstanding his stupid actions, I am still willing to cover the cost of his funeral. I'm also giving you your nephew's cut. That's about thirty-five percent more than you are getting every month." 
 
    "Okay… Thanks, I guess." 
 
    "No problem. I believe loyalty should always be valued. Now, there is something I need you to do for me…" 
 
    Dominic rolled his eyes. "Why I am not surprised?" 
 
    "Don't worry. It's not too hard. I just need you to make sure Brody's dad keeps his mouth shut." Pallop's voice dropped. "I don't need to tell you what happens if he decides to talk. You tell him if he keeps his mouth shut, he'll be rewarded too." 
 
    Dominic sat and thought about the offer Pallop was giving. To be honest, it was only getting more money to do the same thing he was doing already. Except Dominic was not sure he wanted to continue doing the same thing. Brody was dumb and hotheaded. Still, he wouldn't be dead if Pallop had not groomed him into a killer. Dominic was tired, but he knew there was no getting out of this. At least not with his life. He remembered how he had gotten involved in the first place. It was his last tour in the Marines. Pallop had come to him and asked him if he would like to make a lot of money. Dominic was interested but still had the wit to ask how.  
 
    "All you have to do is pack a few things into a coffin and escort the cargo to the airfield. We do this right, and it could be a long-term gig. Plus, you continue to get a piece of the action even after. What do you think?" 
 
    Dominic thought about it and agreed. This went on for over a year, and he was paid well. He was sending money home, depositing all of it in the bank, and no one was the wiser. On the day of the last mission, Dominic was surprised when he discovered Pallop had been assigned to their squad. During the gunfight, Pallop convinced him that their only shot of saving the operation was to allow Pallop to hit him over the head and cause a distraction. 
 
    "We will set up in the United States and continue operating for a long time," Pallop promised. "The pipeline is already in place, and it will stay open for years. You do this for me, and you never have to work again. You'll always get your cut." 
 
    Dominic had reluctantly said yes. He was not prepared for how hard Pallop hit him, and he passed out. When he woke up, he stumbled to his feet and was headed to the clearing when everything exploded. The last thing Dominic remembered was being flown back to base. Once his wounds were treated, he was told he was going home. 
 
    Dominic had been home for about three weeks when he received a telegram from Pallop telling him he had not forgotten his promise. That was how life had gone since the war. 
 
    "Masters, are you listening?" 
 
    The sound of Pallop's voice snapped Dominic out of his thoughts. "Yes, I am here. Look, you know you don't have anything to worry about on my end. As for my brother, I don't know… He has cancer and is in so much pain I don't think it will make a difference if you decide to kill him now. You'll probably be doing him a favor." He got to his feet. "I'll be leaving now. I expect I'll be getting my next payment soon." He looked at Flake, who nodded. "I'll approve the transfer in a few moments." 
 
    "Good. Good day…" 
 
    "Is he still there?" Pallop asked after a few moments. 
 
    "No," Flake replied. "He has left." 
 
    "What the hell is wrong with him? He sounds too arrogant to me." 
 
    "He says he has a file with everything he knows about us that would find its way to the hands of the CIA and FBI if he goes missing or dies suspiciously." 
 
    “What?!” Pallop went into a fit again, and Flake winced several times as he heard the sound of things crashing. “That bastard.” Pallop seemed to be regaining his composure. “I have to admit, he's always been a cunning man. I guess he gets to die of old age then. Except if I find that file, then maybe I'll teach him a lesson.” 
 
    "How about the brother?" 
 
    "You heard Masters. The guy is as good as dead already. Best we make it permanent before he runs his mouth in front of the wrong person. Did you reach out to Stevenson yet?" 
 
    "Yes, I already told him to meet us at the cabin this weekend, and he's agreed to it."  
 
    "Good." Pallop cleared his throat. "I have to go. I need to call my man and tell him to add Masters’ brother to the list. I don't think it should be hard to make his death look believable." 
 
    "It shouldn't." 
 
    "I also think it would be a good idea for Dominic to take a vacation. Maybe a long weekend in Vegas or Reno. At least until the heat goes down a bit." 
 
    "I'll make it happen. Get him to the airport. Maybe even arrange for a nice woman to accompany him." 
 
    Pallop chuckled. "Smart. Get on that. Give him a fifteen-thousand-dollar credit line.  When he gets back, he will go back to his twenty-five hundred dollars a month. Well, Forty-two hundred if we add Brody's share." Pallop sighed. "I wish he would die soon, so I don't even have to pay him anymore. He's lucky I learned about that file, though. I was already thinking of killing him. As far as I am concerned, he's just one more loose end."  
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Dominic pulled into his driveway and was greeted by at least six vehicles from the sheriff’s office. He knew it was over for him. He was too old to go on the run, which left him with two choices. He could surrender to the police quietly and spend the rest of his life in jail. Or he could make it a little hard for them. He thought about Brody. His nephew was a bit hotheaded and made a lot of mistakes. But he was family, and these men had killed him. He reached for the glove compartment to retrieve his pistol, then decided it would not do much if there were more than six of them. He pulled his Winchester 30-30 from the scabbard in his Native American Indian blanket seat covers, grabbed a box of shells, and loaded it. Then he took aim at his door, pointed, and wait. 
 
    Corporal Right was the unlucky target that walked out first. He was going to the car to get more evidence bags when he heard a gunshot an instant before the bullet threw him back against the door, so he crashed into the house. James and the other deputy heard the shot and ran towards the sound. 
 
    "Stay away from the door and get down," James shouted as they pulled Corporal Right to safety. 
 
    Lieutenant Smith kneeled by Corporal Right. "Gunshot to the right shoulder." 
 
    "It's Dominic Masters." Sanchez peeked around the door, careful to remain behind cover. "He's taken cover behind his car." 
 
    James peeked through a window. "There is no way we can get him from here." 
 
    The sound of another shot had them all ducking down. When they raised their heads, they saw part of the window where Sandoval took cover under blown away. 
 
    "You okay?" James asked Sandoval, who was crouching on the floor.  
 
    Sandoval nodded, his face white as a sheet and the hand holding his service revolver trembling. 
 
    "Just stay down." James leaned out a bit and shot several times in the direction of Dominic. "He's found the perfect cover spot. How is Right?" 
 
    "Bad," Lieutenant Smith replied, as he used his cloth to try and stop the bleeding. "The whole shoulder was shattered, and he is losing blood fast." 
 
    "Sanchez, call dispatch and ask for backup. Tell them we have a man down and need an ambulance here ASAP." 
 
    As Sanchez dialed his phone and relayed the message to dispatch, James tried to peek around the window and got three successive shots for his efforts. He quickly dropped down.  
 
    "Fuck! Aren't old men supposed to be blind?" 
 
    "Why isn't he leaving?" Sandoval asked. "I mean, he's got us pinned and knows we can't shoot back. He's in his car and free to go. Why isn't he running away?" 
 
    "Because he's trying to kill us," James whispered. "He knows running is pointless, so he's trying to take as many of us down as he can." 
 
    The instant Colt heard Sanchez's call to dispatch, he stepped into his office and turned off the jammer. Then he called Honeywell on the secure line. 
 
    "Who is watching Dominic Masters’ house and please tell me they are still there?" 
 
    "I was literally about to call you. Blackburn is watching the house, and he called just now to say there is an old man shooting at your deputies. He needs your permission to engage." 
 
    "Raise him on the radio and tell him he has the green light to shoot if he has a clear shot." 
 
    On a hill about a thousand yards away from Dominic Masters’ house, Sergeant. Blackburn put down his radio and shouldered his fifty cal. In his ghillie suit, it was impossible to distinguish him from the surrounding trees and foliage. He looked through the scope, quickly sighting the older man sitting in his car and aiming a rifle at the door in front of him. Placing the crosshairs at the base of the older man's neck, he pressed on the trigger until he felt the recoil. The older man's neck exploded, and he slammed his head down against his steering wheel, pushing down on the horn. 
 
    Blackburn picked up his radio. "Scout One to Big Papa, over." 
 
    "Big Papa here, over," Honeywell replied. 
 
    Blackburn stared into his scope at the lifeless body of Masters still pressed against the horn of his car. "Target eliminated." 
 
    Colt got the call from Honeywell telling him that Masters had been eliminated and immediately called James on the secure line. 
 
    "I'm guessing that was your man," James said immediately as he picked up. 
 
    "Yes. Who did Masters shoot?" 
 
    "Right. Got him in the shoulder." 
 
    "How bad?" 
 
    "Real bad. An ambulance is a minute away, though, so hoping he hangs on." James sighed. "Seems like someone is shooting someone every other day here. Don't think it was this bad in New York." 
 
    "No, it wasn't." Colt rubbed his eyes. "I've got to reach out to CBI. Find a way to explain the Masters situation. You take care of Right, okay?" 
 
    "I will. I've got to go. The ambulance is here." 
 
    Colt stared at the phone in his hand for a long time, trying to make sense of all that was happening. Then he picked it up and made a call to the CBI. When the operator answered, he asked to be connected to the director. A few seconds later, a female voice came on the line. 
 
    "Hello. This is Director Tyler. Who am I speaking with?" 
 
    "Good afternoon. This is Colt Brannon. Sheriff for Fremont County." 
 
    "Good afternoon, Sheriff. How can I help you?" 
 
    "One of my men just shot and killed a suspect in an active shootout. Procedure dictates I have to contact the CBI to investigate the shooting." 
 
    "Is that what you asked to speak to me directly for? Sure, I'll send an agent to investigate the shooting." 
 
    "I asked to speak to you directly because this case is more sensitive than the usual shooting. I'm requesting that you come yourself or at least come with your agent if you must." 
 
    There was a slight pause before Tyler replied. "Is there a problem?" 
 
    "No problem. Let's just say the information I have to share needs someone with a certain level of clearance." 
 
    "Really? That's got to be the strangest request I've had in my thirty years on this job." 
 
    Colt chuckled a bit. "Yes, it is an odd request." 
 
    "No problem. I'll be at your office in an hour with an agent." 
 
    "Thank you." Next, Colt called Honeywell. "Is Blackburn still at the scene?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Contact him and tell him he is to pack up, erase every trace of his presence, and report back to base." 
 
    "Okay… By base, you mean?" 
 
    "My office. Tell him to come to my office. He should change into civilian clothes and bring the barrel of the fifty with him." 
 
    "Just the barrel?" 
 
    "Yes." Colt imagined how the scene could play out. "Yes, he should disassemble the fifty and come with just the barrel. When he leaves, you put the fifty back together with a new barrel." 
 
    "Copy that, sir." 
 
    Almost an hour later, Blackburn walked into Colt's office. Colt was on the phone, so he just pointed at the seat in front of him. When he was done with his call, he faced Blackburn. 
 
    "Thanks for helping my deputies." 
 
    Blackburn nodded. "I would have stepped in sooner, but my orders were simply to observe and report." 
 
    "I know. I had no idea things would get hostile that fast myself." Colt leaned his head against the backrest of his chair. "The rules of engagement will be changing going forward." 
 
    Blackburn sat up, his back ramrod straight and his hands resting lightly on his thighs. "The deputy that was shot?" 
 
    "In the hospital. He's still in critical condition, but they are hopeful he'll pull through." Colt got up and walked to the small fridge in his office. He returned with two bottles of water. "I swear this place is starting to feel like a war zone. You don't know who is shooting who, why, or when. And to think I came here to retire." 
 
    Blackburn took the drink from Colt and set it on the table in front of him. "I don't think people like you and I ever really retire, sir. Even when we stop shooting, the memories never really go away." 
 
    Colt cast a wary glance at Blackburn. "No, they don't go away…" 
 
    The phone on Colt's desk rang. It was the front desk telling him Director Tyler was here to see him. Colt thanked the officer.  
 
    "Alright," he said to Blackburn. "Time for your debriefing. Remember, I'll do most of the talking. You answer any question they ask, and nothing more. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Good." They walked out of the office, and Colt pointed to the door at the end of the hallway. "Wait for me in the conference room." 
 
    Blackburn nodded and headed towards the conference room. Colt made his way to the reception and immediately recognized Tyler. She was wearing a gray pantsuit and typing something out on her phone.  
 
    "Director Tyler…" 
 
    She looked up and smiled at him. "Sheriff Brannon?" 
 
    Colt nodded. "You can call me Colt." 
 
    Tyler nodded. "This is Agent Miller." 
 
    Colt shook the hand of the man standing next to her. "Nice to meet you. Please follow me." 
 
    They followed him to the conference room, and he introduced them to Blackburn. When they were all seated, Colt spoke first. 
 
    "Before we discuss today's incident, I would like you to read this." He handed a letter to Tyler.  
 
    Tyler took it and scanned it. "It's from the DOD director." 
 
    Colt nodded. 
 
    Tyler stared at him for a few moments before she lowered her head and read the letter. When she was done, she folded the letter but didn't return it to Colt. 
 
    "Alright, what's going on here?" 
 
    "I believe you read…" 
 
    "Why do you have a DOD clearance exempting you from any investigation by local, state, or federal law enforcement agencies?" 
 
    Colt cleared his throat. "As you read in the letter, we are executing a mission on behalf of the DOD." 
 
    Tyler scowled. "That part, I know. What I want to know is why?" 
 
    Colt tamped down the urge to snap at her. He understood how territorial some law enforcement agencies could be.  
 
    "That part is classified." 
 
    Tyler shook her head. "I don't like this. I don't like this one bit…" She turned to Blackburn. "So, what happened today?" 
 
    Colt answered before he could. "My officers were executing a search warrant at the property of Dominic Masters when he showed up and began to shoot at them with a rifle. He managed to hit one of my deputies and had the rest pinned inside the house while he hid inside his car. I knew my men were sitting ducks in that house. So I called Sergeant Blackburn and gave him the green light to take Masters out." 
 
    As he spoke, Agent Miller was taking notes in a small notebook.  
 
    "So you were already on the scene when the shooting started?" Tyler asked, again, her question directed to Blackburn. 
 
    "Yes," Colt stepped in to answer again. "I sent…" 
 
    "How about I hear this one from Blackburn himself?" 
 
    Blackburn gave Colt a small nod and turned to Tyler. "I've had the house under surveillance for two days. Just watching it." 
 
    "So you saw Dominic Masters pull up to the house and shoot the deputy?" 
 
    Blackburn nodded. 
 
    Agent Miller asked, "What did you use to kill him?" 
 
    "A fifty Cal." 
 
    "That's a sniper. So you are a trained sniper?" Tyler asked when Blackburn nodded. 
 
    "Not relevant," Colt chirped in before Blackburn could answer. 
 
    Tyler rolled her eyes. "Alright, how far away were you when you shot Masters?" 
 
    Blackburn was about to answer when he saw Colt shook his head surreptitiously. 
 
    "I can't say for certain."  
 
    Colt chimed in quickly. "We can give you the barrel of the weapon used. Ballistics would match it with the bullet that killed Masters. I believe that is all you need to close this inquiry." 
 
    Tyler glanced at Agent Miller, and he gave her a small nod.  
 
    "Alright, where is the barrel?" 
 
    Colt grabbed the barrel he had collected from Blackburn when he’d first arrived and gave it to Agent Miller. It was in an evidence bag and already tagged. 
 
    "I believe we have all we need." Tyler and Miller got to their feet. 
 
    Colt also got up. "Thank you very much for coming in and also for being very understanding about this whole situation." 
 
    Tyler smiled. "It's not like we have a choice. I mean, you have a letter from the DOD." 
 
    "Yeah…" Colt chuckled.  
 
    "I have one more question, though." Tyler faced Colt. "When you shot Brody Masters, were you acting under the authority of the DOD then?" 
 
    Colt was surprised by the question but decided he would be truthful. "I won't say I had the DOD’s authority as I was yet to get the letter, but I was acting with the DOD's knowledge and approval. You can interpret that any way you want to." 
 
    Tyler chuckled. "Nah, I was simply curious, is all. You have been officially cleared on that front, anyway." 
 
    "Thank you. How about Sergeant Blackburn?" 
 
    "I don't think we need anything from him for now." She turned to Blackburn. "Agent Miller will confirm what you told us. If it aligns, then you are in the clear. Shouldn't take more than a day or two." 
 
    "Can you please let me know if there is any update?" 
 
    Tyler nodded. "I will." 
 
    They shook hands at the door, and Tyler and Agent Miller walked away. 
 
    "You are sure they won't find any trace of where you took that shot from?" Colt asked Blackburn when they were alone. 
 
    Blackburn nodded. "They'll never find it." 
 
    "Perfect. I expect they'll wrap this up in a few hours. For now, go back to the motel and try to catch a proper sleep." 
 
    Colt escorted Blackburn to the parking lot before returning alone to his office. He found Chong sitting at his desk working on his computer. Colt was not alarmed. He trusted Chong. 
 
    "What are you doing?" he asked, picking up the bottle of water Blackburn had left and twisted the cap open. 
 
    "Giving you and James access to the entire military database and federal agencies." 
 
    Colt knew it was the general who had ordered it. "That will have to wait. We have to move on to Amanda immediately. I need you to start working on those computers as soon as possible." 
 
    A few minutes later, Colt and Chong walked into the County Building and Amanda's office. They were accompanied by Deputy Roslyn, who had come to assist them in executing the warrant. 
 
    She recognized Colt immediately and looked surprised to see him. "Hello, Sheriff. What can I do for you?" 
 
    Colt lifted the warrant he held in his hand. "You can back away from your computer. I have a warrant to search your computer, work area, vehicle, and residence." 
 
    "What?!" The panicked look on Amanda's face was enough to tell Colt that she was guilty. "Why are you…? What did I do?" 
 
    "We saw the correspondence between you and Brody Masters. The one where you gave him all my personal information." He moved closer to her and leaned down, grinning in her face. "I also know you are Stevenson's daughter, and I'll bet you are both involved in something dirty. Now, I can't prove that last part, but I hope we can find something on your computer to do that. Roslyn, take her out." 
 
    Roslyn led Amanda out of the office. Colt nodded at Chong, who inserted a flash drive into Amanda's computer. 
 
    "What's that going to do?" Colt asked, walking around the small office and searching through the drawers and books on the shelf. 
 
    "It will copy all information off the hard drive and recover all deleted files. It will also password protect the computer until you want to release it. I'll leave a password that can access everyday computer operations in case anyone wants to use the computer." 
 
    Colt was still searching through drawers. He was surprised when he opened the lowest drawer on her desk and found hidden at the back, a picture of Amanda and Brody at a carnival. Amanda was smiling at something Brody said. Colt wondered if they used to date. That made a lot of sense—partners in love and in crime. 
 
    "I'm done," Chong called out. 
 
    "Good." Colt looked up. "There is nothing else here, anyway." He dropped a copy of the warrant on the desk. "Let's go." 
 
    When they got out, they found Amanda standing beside the squad car, Roslyn guarding her. Colt walked up to them. 
 
    "Roslyn, help Chong to search her car." Roslyn nodded, and she and Chong walked towards Amanda's car. Colt turned to Amanda. "You know it would be better for you if you started talking now. You look like an unwilling participant more than not. I'm sure we can work out some kind of deal for you." 
 
    "How did you know about my father?" she asked instead. 
 
    "You don't worry about that." Colt smiled when she hissed at him. "Now, back to what I want to know. Tell me what you know about Pallop and his businesses.” 
 
    She frowned. "Who?" 
 
    Colt nodded. She was good. "Come on. You know Pallop. Brody worked for him, and so did Brody's uncle Dominic." 
 
    She shook her head. "I don't know anything about a Pallop. My dad just got me this job last year. Brody and I were dating at the time. So when I heard the commissioners were going to bring in a new sheriff, I told Brody. And when all of your information crossed my desk, I made a copy for Brody. That is all I know and all I have done, Sheriff. I swear."   
 
    The search of her car found nothing.  
 
    Colt turned to Chong. "I am going to ride with Amanda in the squad car to her house. You and Deputy Roslyn are to follow in my truck." 
 
    Chong nodded. On the way, Colt kept on asking Amanda questions, and by the time they got to her house, he was starting to believe she did not know anything. She handed over the keys to her place to Colt. He and Chong went in to search while Deputy Roslyn stayed out front with Amanda. Chong sat down at the computer in her home office and inserted the same flash drive as before.  
 
    "So that little thing is holding all the information we are collecting?" 
 
    Chong chuckled and shook his head. "No. It is securely transferring it to the server at the base." 
 
    "I guess that is why you are a computer guru." Colt looked around the office. "Do your thing. I'll go check out the rest of the house." 
 
    Colt searched the house and found nothing suspicious. He was almost giving up when he stepped on a loose board in the spare room she was using as a craft room.  He kneeled and inspected the loose floorboard. Pulling out his pocketknife, he pried up on one end of the board, and it came open, revealing a custom-built storage area. It was a small safe, crammed with several documents. He pulled out the records and was flipping through them when he noticed a bank register. The register had Amanda, Brody, and Dominic's names as signatories. The notation said POD (paid on death) to S. Stevenson. Colt believed it to be Stanley Stevenson, Amanda's dad, the county commissioner. Colt checked the name of the bank and realized Ozark Federal had a branch right here in town. He would need Mike to get him a warrant to gain access to the account. 
 
    Colt continued to look through all the papers in the safe. He found what appeared to be a handwritten ledger. It contained dates, times, and names in it. Colt knew he would have to check the names against open case files. He was looking through the names and was shocked to see Thomas Deweese on the list. He wondered, why is Deweese's name on a hit list? Mostly since the entry was very old, did they try to kill him and miss? Perhaps that was why he went into hiding. Another possibility was that the man he had spoken to had been impersonating Deweese. Colt had to make sure he was talking to the right person. First, he needed to secure the warrant for this account. 
 
    He picked up the secure phone and called Mike. He explained what he had found in Amanda's house and requested a warrant to access the account's details.   
 
    "It will have to wait until tomorrow," Mike replied. "I don't know if you've forgotten, but judges don't wait in the court at eight p.m. to sign warrants." 
 
    "I need it right now, Mike. I want to release Amanda and see if she tries to withdraw funds in the morning." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Please." 
 
    Mike grumbled at first but finally agreed. "Alright. I'll find a judge that can help." 
 
    "Thanks, Mike. Also, do you know the branch manager or the branch president of Ozark Federal Bank?"  
 
    "I know the president. Why?" 
 
    "As soon as you get the warrant signed, call them and ask them to meet us at the bank."  
 
    "You are going to owe me big time for this," Mike growled. 
 
    Colt smiled. "You know I'm good for it." 
 
    "Yeah, I guess. Alright, I'll do that too and call you when I have a warrant." 
 
    Colt ended the call and went back to looking through the items. He found an old address book. He opened it and found only one name and number in it: Doctor Jürgen DuBois, a plastic surgeon with a Denver phone number next to her name. The book looked very old. He grabbed the entire contents of the safe and returned to the office with it. It was now evidence.  
 
    When he got to the office, he found Chong still working at the computer. He dropped the stack of documents on the desk. 
 
    "You are not done yet?"  
 
    Chong shook his head. "The security on this computer is tighter than the one in her office." 
 
    "Then I am guessing this is where we find the goods." 
 
    Chong shrugged. 
 
    "While you wait, can you do something for me?" 
 
    Chong sat up. "Sure, what is it?" 
 
    "I need you to pull up county records and find out who used to own this house?" 
 
    Chong got to work immediately on his computer and a few minutes later had the records out.  
 
    "A Thomas Deweese owned the house until September 1988."  
 
    Colt stood behind him, peering at the screen over his shoulder. He looked through the list until he located Deweese's name, and the date next to it was July 4, 1988.  
 
    Colt's head jerked back. "I know that date. That is around the same time my grandfather was killed." He leaned even closer to the screen. "Who else did the house belong to?"  
 
    Chong looked at him to make sure he was okay after the shocking news he just shared. When he was sure, he turned back to the screen. "After July, it passed to Ozark Federal bank and was foreclosed on. Then it was sold to Stanley Stevenson, and a quick claim deed was done August of last year transferring ownership of the house from Stevenson to Amanda." 
 
    Colt was about to say something when his phone rang. It was Deputy Roslyn.  
 
    "Roslyn, what is it?" 
 
    "Sir, there is an attorney here by the name of Geoffrey Jones, and he is demanding that his client be released."  
 
    "I'll be right out," Colt said. "Put those documents into evidence bags and tag them, will you?" 
 
    "I'll do that," Chong replied. 
 
    When Colt walked out of the house, he saw a man dressed in a nice suit standing next to Amanda. Colt assumed he was the owner of the Cadillac parked a few feet away and wondered how Amanda could afford such an expensive lawyer. 
 
    "How dare you hold my client without cause?" Geoffrey shook his hand at Colt and puffed out his chest. He was shorter than Colt by a couple of inches, and he pulled his shoulders up to make the difference. "I demand you let her go at once." 
 
    Colt held back a yawn. "No one is holding your client. We're just executing a warrant on her residence. We also had warrants for her office and her vehicle in case you were wondering." 
 
    "Oh," Geoffrey stopped. "I guess… That's good." 
 
    "Anything else?" Colt folded his hands and stared down at the lawyer. 
 
    "Yes. I would need to see an inventory list of everything removed from her office, vehicle, and residence." 
 
    "Sure. Stop by the sheriff's office tomorrow, and I will have a list of the things we took from her residence and vehicle ready for you." 
 
    "And the office?" 
 
    "Public building," Colt replied immediately. "And I got permission from the county commissioners." 
 
    "Good." Geoffrey turned to Amanda. "Alright, let's go." 
 
    "Amanda." Colt waited until she turned around and walked over to her. "Your keys. You'll need them to get back in when we are done." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "You know you can talk to me if…" 
 
    "Excuse me." Geoffrey forced himself between them. "You are not allowed to talk to my client."  
 
    Colt glared at him but stepped back.  
 
    "Come on, Amanda."  
 
    Geoffrey took Amanda's hand and pulled her towards the Cadillac. He watched them get into the car and turned to Roslyn. 
 
    "Run that plate for me." 
 
    Roslyn nodded and walked toward the patrol vehicle. Colt walked back into the house, the sound of Geoffrey driving off behind him. He got into the office and found Chong packing up. 
 
    "You done?"  
 
    Chong nodded. "I found something interesting." He pointed to a piece of paper. "I found it among the documents and got curious. It's a coordinate." 
 
    Colt's ears perked up. "A coordinate?" 
 
    "Yes. I punched them into our database and got a location." He opened his laptop and waited a few seconds for the screen to come up. A few taps and he found what he was looking for. "It's about ten miles out of town. I checked it out on a satellite. There are no structures or anything in the area, but the coordinates are precise. They take you to a crop of trees on the edge of a large meadow." 
 
    "Who owns the property?" 
 
    "It all belongs to the Bureau of Land Management." 
 
    "That's perfect." Colt grinned at his good fortune. "It means we have full access to it. Call the team and have Honeywell and Herman head out there tonight." 
 
    "Okay. What are they looking for exactly?" 
 
    "I don't know. Tell them to take a radar with a Geiger counter and shovels. If they find nothing that appears harmful, have them dig up the area. There is no way that the coordinate is just a coincidence or mistake."  
 
    Chong relayed Colt's instructions to the team. When he was done, he told Colt the team had been given their orders.  
 
    "Thank you." Colt picked up one of the evidence bags. "Come on. Let's pack up here. I know it's getting late, but we have one more project to do before the night is over, and I need your help." 
 
    "Of course." Chong began to pack up. 
 
    In his car, Colt turned to him. "Are you hungry? I'm hungry." 
 
    Chong grinned. "I could eat."  
 
    Colt had dismissed Roslyn already. He drove them to a local restaurant. They had just sat down with a pitcher of iced tea as they waited for their orders to be taken when Colt got a call from Mike.  
 
    "I got a judge to sign the warrant," Mike said when Colt picked up. "Also, the bank president, Jason Gowld, will meet us there." 
 
    "That's great." Colt smiled. "You did me a solid, Mike. I owe you." 
 
    "Nice, because you are going to owe me more when you hear what I also managed to do." 
 
    Colt arched a brow. "What did you do, Mike?" 
 
    "I got the judge to extend the warrant to cover other items in the bank connected to all three parties." 
 
    "What?!" Colt sat up in his seat, a wide grin appearing on his face. "How did you do that?" 
 
    "It was quite simple. I mean, two of the parties were deceased, and the suspect had already lied about having any criminal activity with them even though we have proof she had intimate contact with one. I asked the judge to give us access to any accounts or safety deposit boxes that have Dominic, Brody, or Amanda's names connected to them." 
 
    "You are a genius, Mike." 
 
    Mike laughed. "I know. And about that favor you owe me, we can start with you buying me dinner." 
 
    "How about I buy you dinner now? I'm with Chong at Bob's. We were just about to order, but we can wait until you get here." 
 
    "Give me fifteen minutes," Mike replied and ended the call. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Mike walked into the restaurant and immediately spotted Chong and Colt.  
 
    "Got tired of waiting for you, so we placed our order," Colt told him when he sat down. 
 
    "No, worries." He looked at Colt and shook his head. "You need to sleep." 
 
    Colt chuckled. "You think I don't know that?" 
 
    The waiter stopped by with Colt and Chong's orders. 
 
    "Hey, Norma," Mike greeted her. "How are we doing today?" 
 
    She tapped her chin. "Hmm, let me see. I've been on my feet all day, carrying trays up and down this floor, with nothing to show for it except horrible tips and the joy of seeing your pretty smile." 
 
    "Come on." Mike grinned at her. "You know my smile is worth it." 
 
    Norma rolled her eyes, and her gaze fell on Colt. He smiled at her instinctively, and she returned it immediately.  
 
    "Now, for that smile, I'll happily run up and down this floor all day."  
 
    Colt's smile grew wider. "Thanks. Does this mean we don't have to tip?" 
 
    Her smile turned flirtatious as she nodded. "That is exactly what that means." She held his eyes as she walked away, winking once before turning around. 
 
    "Norma," Mike called after her. "You did not take my order." 
 
    "Burger, fries, and a milkshake," she yelled over her shoulders. 
 
    Mike shrugged. "Sure." He turned to Colt. "So, you fancy Norma." 
 
    Colt looked up from his food and frowned. "What?" 
 
    "You two were just flirting." 
 
    His frown deepened. "No, we were not." 
 
    Mike looked at Chong. "Please, tell me you saw that." 
 
    Chong grinned. "I must say, sir, it did seem like you two were flirting." 
 
    Colt scowled at his man. "Shut up and eat your food, Chong." 
 
    Mike chuckled. "You need to go to bed." 
 
    "You already said that." 
 
    "No. I mean, you need to go to bed." He wagged his brows up and down, and Colt immediately got his meaning. 
 
    "Yeah, like I have time for that." 
 
    Norma returned with Mike's food. This time, when she smiled at Colt, he gave her a polite smile in return. Still, he couldn't resist watching her walk away, and as much as he couldn't deny she was sexy, he found himself thinking of another woman—Michelle. He could imagine she was already in bed. Colt sighed. He really needed to go to bed. They were heading to the parking lot of the restaurant when Colt got a call from James.  
 
    "Where are you?" 
 
    "Parking lot of Bob's," Colt replied. "We are going to Ozark National Bank. How about you?" 
 
    "Just finished with CBI. Tell your man they cleared him." 
 
    "I'll do that. Hey, you want to meet us at Ozark Bank? We got a warrant for the place." 
 
    "Sure. I'll meet you there." 
 
    "Alright."  
 
    Colt ended the call and got into his car. Chong rode with him, and Mike followed them in his car. When they got to Ozark bank, they found Jason Gowld waiting for them. They were talking to him when James pulled in. The five of them walked into the bank after Gowld turned off the alarm. Gowld sat at a desk in the middle of the bank and logged into the computer sitting on it.  
 
    "Let me see the names on the warrant." 
 
    Colt showed him the warrant instead of reading the names out to him.  
 
    "Found an account bearing all three names on it." 
 
    "How much is in the account?" Mike asked. 
 
    "A little over five hundred thousand." 
 
    "Can you freeze the account?" He turned to Mike. "The warrant covers that, right?" Mike nodded. Colt turned back to Gowld. "Freeze that account and flag it. I want to know the moment someone tries to access it." 
 
    Gowld shrugged, tapped a few keys on the keyboard, and nodded. "Done." 
 
    "Good. Now, check if they have personal accounts here." 
 
    Gowld tapped on the keyboard some more. "Yes, Amanda Bouts has an account here." 
 
    "How much is in it?" 
 
    "About twelve hundred dollars." 
 
    Colt nodded. "When was the last deposit?" 
 
    "Yesterday. A direct deposit from the County account." 
 
    Colt shook his head. "Probably her paycheck." 
 
    James nodded. "I got mine yesterday too." 
 
    "Is there anything out of the ordinary in there?" Colt asked Gowld. 
 
    Gowld moved his mouse around. "She started with one thousand dollars, and her paycheck is all that has gone in there." 
 
    "No savings or money market or anything else in her name?" 
 
    Gowld shook his head. "No, there is…" He paused and scrolled back up. "Says here that she is a POD on Commissioner Stevenson's account." 
 
    Colt let out a weary sigh. "We already know that. Wait, how much is in that account?" 
 
    Gowld looked at Colt and shook his head. "Sorry I can't tell you that. Stevenson is not on your warrant." 
 
    "That's understandable. Now, check for Brody Masters. Does he have a personal account here?" 
 
    "Yes," Gowld replied after a few minutes. "He has close to twenty-five thousand dollars in it." 
 
    Mike whistled. "That is a lot." 
 
    "There is also a POD attached to it." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Tanner, P." 
 
    Colt looked at James. "Tanner Pallop."  
 
    James nodded. "Most definitely." 
 
    "Freeze that account immediately." 
 
    Gowld went to work on his keyboard. "Brody also had a safe deposit box here," he said a few moments later. He got up and walked over to a row of small file cabinets stacked on top of each other. He opened a drawer and found the card he was looking for.  
 
    "This is the sign-up card for the box." He handed it to Colt.  
 
    Colt looked at the card and saw that A. Bout had signed in two weeks ago. She was on the signature card along with Dominic Masters, Brody Masters, and a Tanner, P. 
 
    "We need to get into that box immediately," Colt told Gowld. 
 
    "Hold on a moment. Let me get the key to the vault." 
 
    Gowld took them to the vault in the basement where the boxes were. He brought his bank key and the master key and used them to open both locks. He pulled out the box and dropped it on the table in the middle of the vault. Colt noticed it was not a small standard sized safe deposit box but a large one. He told James and Chong to document everything as it was removed from the box and log it. When James was ready with the camera, he opened the lid on the box. The first thing he saw on top was a Colt revolver laying on a blanket covering everything else. Colt picked up the revolver. It had the same Marine anchor globe and eagle as master’s and his grandfather's. He picked it up to examine it when he saw the name “Short” etched in the revolver's backstrap. Colt handed it to James after checking to make sure it was unloaded. 
 
    Next, Colt removed the blanket. What he saw underneath made him freeze. James noticed and moved closer. 
 
    "Jesus H. Christ!" 
 
    The rest of the team quickly came closer.  
 
    "That's…" Gowld’s eyes were wide as he stared inside the box. "That's gold. Gold and cash." 
 
    Colt nodded. "Six gold bars and… Say Gowld, how much you reckon all of that cash would total out to?" 
 
    "There's got to be a million in there." Gowld’s brows furrowed. "Who stores cash in a deposit box when they can just save it in the bank?" 
 
    "Someone that doesn't want the bank asking him where he got the money from," Mike chimed in.  
 
    "And that gold?" Chong asked. "Six gold bars, at today's market price. That would be almost five million dollars." 
 
    "Jesus…" Gowld's face had turned white, and he was sweating. "Who puts that kind of money in a small bank like this?" 
 
    Colt picked up one of the gold bars and held it to the light. It had the stamp of the People's Republic of Vietnam on it, as did the rest. Colt knew this was part of the gold from the time Pallop had fired at his grandfather's team in Vietnam. 
 
    "Come on." He began to take out the cash and gold from the box. "I want to see if there is anything else under all this money." 
 
    Colt took all the cash out and stacked it in a neat pile. They counted each pile and found out Gowld was close. One million two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Colt found logbooks, charts, and shipping manifests for a cargo ship and trucking companies all over thirty years old under all that cash. He picked up the logbook and found names, dates, and prices in it. The last entry was July 4, 1982, and it was a double-entry; Deweese and Brannon, his Grandfather. Colt realized the first page was just a legend. The next page was a journal.  He flipped to the last page and read the entry there. 
 
    July 4, 1982.  
 
    “One hundred thousand to take out Thomas Deweese and Sheriff Brannon.  Pallop sure hates these two. I am in the hotel across from the diner, where they are both eating dinner. My luck, I guess. Now, all I have to do is wait for them to come out, kill them both, and get my money. It's easy money. I guess a part of me should feel a little guilty about this. I've worked with those men. I walked into the most dangerous situations a man could ever face, trusting them to have my back. Now, I sit here with a rifle in my hand, wondering how I got here.  
 
    It's too late for me now. I'm in too deep to dig my way out. The only way I get out of this is death, and Pallop would not hesitate to make that happen if I ever make him doubt my loyalty. This is going to be the hardest of all my kills. This one is going to hurt.” 
 
    There were a few lines of space before the entry continued. 
 
    “I just met Pallop, and how I left that place alive, I don't know. I think he knows I couldn't kill Deweese. It's hard to tell with Pallop. Everything went wrong last night. I saw Brannon and Deweese walk out, then I took aim, and fired. Brannon went down immediately, and I knew he was dead before he hit the floor. I did not expect Deweese to move so quickly. He was diving for cover and scurrying down an alley before I could even aim at him. I knew Pallop would not want to hear that I had let one of the targets escape. I thought of chasing Deweese, but I could already hear sirens in the distance. I left the hotel room and tossed the rifle bag down the drain I had already marked out. Then I walked towards the alley Deweese used for his escape. He was gone, but I found his dog tags lying on the floor. A few feet away, a homeless man puked his guts out, the bottle in his hand almost empty. He was the right size and build, and I was reasonably sure no one would be looking for him. I realized this was my chance to save my neck. I walked up behind the homeless man and slit his throat before he could react. When I was sure he was dead, I stomped his face until I had bashed his skull in and put the dog tags around his neck. 
 
    “In the meeting today, Pallop congratulated me for killing Brannon and Deweese, but I can't be sure he isn't just a little suspicious since the only thing they used to identify Pallop was the dog tags found on him. I guess I should be glad he seems convinced enough to let me live. I'm tired of this game. I'm telling Pallop I'm out. Someone else will have to do his killing for him. I need to be able to sleep again. Still, as I remember Brannon falling to the ground, I doubt I will ever get to sleep peacefully again.” 
 
    Colt had tears in his eyes as he realized it was Dominic Masters who killed his grandfather. Masters was dead, but the man who had ordered the hit was still alive, and Colt was going to make Pallop pay. 
 
    "Hey." James moved close to him. "You okay?" 
 
    Colt sniffed and rubbed the back of his hand against his eyes. "Yeah, I'm fine. I'll tell you later. You okay to finish here?" 
 
    James nodded. "You sure you’re okay?" 
 
    Colt thought about it for a few moments and handed the journal to James. "Read the last entry." 
 
    James took the journal and, after one more concerned look at Colt, read the entry. When he was done, he raised wide eyes to Colt.  
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    "Yeah…" Colt turned around and found everyone else still staring at the stack of money. "I need to get out of here." 
 
    James nodded. "Don't worry. I have got this covered. You do what you must do. I'll call you with any updates." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    They shook hands, and James pulled him in for a quick hug before letting him go. Colt didn't remember how he got from the bank to his house. He parked in the driveway and just sat in the truck with the engine off, thinking about what he’d just learned. Finally, he got out of his truck and walked inside. He thought about having a drink then decided against it. Instead, he picked up his phone and called Michelle. She sounded groggy when she picked up the phone, and Colt knew he had woken her up. 
 
    "Hey, Michelle. It's me, Colt." 
 
    "I know…" 
 
    "Sorry I woke you up. Just got some bad news, and I didn't know who else to talk to." 
 
    "Oh." She sounded fully awake now. "I'm here for you, Colt." 
 
    Colt took a deep breath, not sure how to start. "I don't know if I've told you about my grandfather, but he is the main reason why I am who I am today. He taught me to live my life by a code. To be respectful, have honor, and always do my duty. Tonight, I discovered that the man who killed my grandfather was in his unit during the war. They were brothers, ate from the same plate. They trusted each other with their lives and bled for each other. They even lived in the same town here and were friends. How do you go through all of that with someone and still have the guts to kill them?" 
 
    "Oh, Colt…" Michelle murmured. 
 
    "What kind of man becomes a monster like that?" Colt asked, his body shaking with rage. "When I found out the truth about my grandfather's death, I started to wonder what the point of being honorable was when the people you risk your life for can turn around and shoot you dead." 
 
    "Colt…" Michelle whispered. "I am so sorry you're going through all of that, and I understand you being confused. But I know you, Colt. I know the kind of man you are. You sacrifice yourself to make those around you safe. You went out of your way to make sure my sister was protected and then Deputy Meyers’s family too. Colt, that is who you are. A man of honor and unquestionable character. That is due to your grandfather's influence. That is his legacy. That is him still living in you, and you are not going to allow this monster to destroy that too." 
 
    Colt realized he was speechless.  
 
    "Colt, are you there?" Michelle asked after a few moments of silence. 
 
    "Yes. I was just… I can't believe I didn't even think about it like that." He smiled a little. "I'm not used to sharing my feelings with someone else. Usually, I prefer to work them out alone." 
 
    "That doesn't surprise me." Michelle chuckled. "I won't say talking your feelings out with someone else is better, but I am here if you ever need to talk. I don't even care what it's about or if I'm sleeping." 
 
    Colt grinned. "Yeah, I'm sorry about that." 
 
    "No," Michelle countered quickly. "I don't mind at all. I mean that." 
 
    "Thanks." Colt was quiet for a few seconds. "I am suddenly regretting not going out on that date with you sooner." 
 
    Michelle laughed. "Don't worry. There's still time." 
 
    "How are you?" 
 
    "Fine." Colt heard what sounded like pillows shifting and imagined her getting more comfortable on her bed. "Back when I used to go to work, I dreamed about taking a very long vacation. Now, I miss work so much, and it's crazy." 
 
    Colt chuckled. "I know exactly what you mean." 
 
    "Anyway, I'm glad for the company here. I have arranged for a physical therapist to help with Meyers’s recovery. Sandy seems more relaxed now that she knows her husband is fine. She and the girls love it here." 
 
    "That's good to hear." He walked into the kitchen and stopped in front of the fridge. "I will let you go back to sleep, but I'll call you soon." 
 
    "I'll be waiting for that." 
 
    Colt cleared his throat. "I don't think I need to tell you that I have feelings for you. I don't think I knew how much until tonight. When I needed someone to talk to, and you were the only one I could think of." He cleared his throat and coughed self-consciously. "Sounds kind of…” 
 
    "I swear if you say something and ruin that beautiful moment for me, I'll punch you when I see you next." 
 
    "You think it was beautiful?" 
 
    "Yes." Michelle sighed longingly. "It was beautiful and sweet, and now I can't wait for us to go on that date." 
 
    "Me too," Colt replied. "Goodnight, Michelle. Sweet dreams." 
 
    "Goodnight, Colt." 
 
    Colt hung up and stared at his phone for a few moments. Then he caught his reflection on the door of the fridge and saw the goofy grin on his face. Yes, he had feelings for her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, Colt called James and informed him he would be a little late in coming in to work. James assured him he had everything under control. Colt thanked him and ended the call. Then he made his way to the hidden office in the living room and brought down another box. He opened it up and started rifling through it. It was just old paid bills, checking account stubs, returned paid checks, and a life insurance policy he had never seen. Colt read through it and was surprised to see that the policy had not been claimed even though it should have been paid out after his grandfather died. He would have Mike look at it. He set it on the desk, put everything back in the box, and set it outside the office. 
 
    Colt pulled down another box and opened it. This one had a black address book on top of other papers. Colt opened it up and was surprised to find among the many names the same plastic surgeon he’d found in the address book at Amanda's house. It was also the same Denver number. Colt glanced at his watch and saw it was a few minutes after eight. Deciding to try his luck, he picked up the phone and dialed the number. A woman answered the phone.  
 
    "Doctor Jürgen DuBois’s office," she said. "Plastic Surgery Center. How can I help you today?" 
 
    Colt thought fast. "I would like to book a consultation with the doctor." 
 
    "What is this about?" 
 
    "I have some facial scars I need to take care of," he said after a few moments of hesitation.  
 
    "Oh, I'll book you an appointment with the doctor," the assistant replied. "Do you want a face-to-face consultation or talk over the phone?" 
 
    "Phone would be fine," Colt replied. 
 
    "Alright. Expect a call from the doctor in the next couple of days. I'm assuming he can reach you on the same line you are using to make this call?" 
 
    "Yes. Thank you." 
 
    "You're welcome. Have a lovely day." 
 
    The line went dead. Colt wondered what an elite Marine team needed a plastic surgeon for. He continued to go through the rest of the boxes in the room. He found a few CIA mission files and contingency plans for escape, evasion, and disappearing altogether. Colt wondered if this was how his grandfather was getting close to Pallop. He sat down and began to read the file. When he was done, he was shocked. The file talked about establishing new identities in case an undercover agent was compromised during a mission. It was eye-opening, and Colt had a lot of questions.  
 
    Picking up his phone, he dialed a number. The general picked up on the second ring. 
 
    "Morning, Lieutenant. What can I do for you?" 
 
    "Thought I'd bring you up to date about the mission, sir." Colt set the brief down and got up. "Dominic Masters is dead." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "He fired on my deputies and had them cornered. I had no choice." 
 
    The general sighed. "That's a shame. Anything else?" 
 
    "Yes." Colt began to pace slowly as he talked. "We also recovered six gold bars from the People's Republic of Vietnam and about a million dollars in cash hidden in a safe deposit box in a bank here. We also identified a private account with about half a million dollars. All of them have Pallop's name attached to them, either as a signatory or POD." 
 
    "You've been busy." The general sounded impressed. "This is the closest anyone has ever gotten to Pallop." 
 
    "Thank you, sir." 
 
    "Now, I want you to continue digging." 
 
    "That's the plan, sir." Colt thought hard about telling the general he knew who killed his grandfather, but something made him stop. It was not yet time. "General, what can you tell me about a man by the name of Walker Stradmore?" 
 
    "Where did you hear that name?" The general snapped. 
 
    "It came up during my investigation. Why, is there anything special about it?" 
 
    When the general replied, he seemed to have regained control. "Not particularly. Stradmore was a CIA section chief during the war. He and Pallop were smuggling drugs, money, and gold out of the country." 
 
    "You know Masters was working with them, right?" 
 
    "It would seem I underestimated you." Colt heard the general groan as he sat. "Yes, we suspected Masters was working with the pair. Now, all these things you just told me are classified information. I hope you've been careful who you've been sharing them with." 
 
    "Shared them with no one but my team, and I trust them." 
 
    "What else do you know?" 
 
    "I found a file on the CIA Mission contingencies for disappearing altogether. It talked about an agent being assigned to either wet work, finance, or logistics in their undercover mission and what happens if the agency believes the agent has been compromised. In summary, it says that your agent is nothing but a dispensable tool." 
 
    The general was quiet for a few moments. "In that regard, I can assure you that we are all dispensable. Even me." 
 
    Colt knew the general was telling the truth. "I think Stradmore, Pallop, and Masters are following the CIA playbook for agents trying to establish a new identity. It would explain why they have been impossible to track down. I believe they may be operating right here in Fremont County." 
 
    "Do you have any other evidence to support this claim?" 
 
    "While executing a search warrant, I found the name of a plastic surgeon in a book we found among Masters's belongings. We also recovered cash and gold, presumably if any of them needed to make a quick gateway. I'm guessing they all have false identities already set up, ready to make a run for it the moment they felt cornered. I think the mistake Masters made was putting down roots here. He had a family he could not just leave." 
 
    "You are probably right. How does this help us get Pallop, though?" 
 
    "I still haven't figured that part out." Colt picked up the CIA brief and stared at the portion that talked about setting up a new identity. "Of course, if I had served with them, it probably would be easier for me to figure out what their new identity could be. That's why you recalled my grandfather from active duty, isn't it?" 
 
    "Colt…" 
 
    "Isn't it?" Colt realized he was shouting now, but he didn't care.  
 
    "Yes," the general finally said. "For years, we pursued Pallop without any luck. I thought your grandfather could help since they were once on a mission together. He got close too…" 
 
    "Yes, until Masters killed him." Colt heard the hitch in the general's voice. "You knew, didn't you?" 
 
    "How did you find that out?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" Colt asked bitterly. 
 
    "No. No, it doesn't. Look, I can start telling you how sorry I am about what happened to your grandfather, but I doubt it matters now." 
 
    "No." Colt pushed his anger down. "I read Masters’ Journal. He had it in the safe deposit box. He even convinced Pallop he killed both my grandfather and Deweese." 
 
    "Not too hard. Most people think Deweese is dead." 
 
    "I know he is not dead, though." 
 
    The general was silent for a long time. "You've met Deweese." 
 
    "Yes,” Colt replied. “Woke up in the night, and he was sitting in my bedroom, pointing a pistol at me." 
 
    "I see he hasn't changed one bit." 
 
    "I still need to see him again. I have a lot of questions for him." 
 
    "That will have to wait." The general sounded very serious now. "I have to bring you in. There are some things I need to show you." 
 
    Colt thought about it and decided he was not ready yet. "With all due respect, sir, I can't walk away from this now. I have men counting on me." 
 
    The general thought about it. "That sounds fair. Expect me there in a few days then. And Colt, what I want to show you is something that very few people have the clearance to see." 
 
    "I understand. I also need you to understand that whatever it is, I'll probably be sharing it with James." 
 
    "Lieutenant, that is not acceptable." 
 
    "If James can't hear it, then I don't want to know it." Colt was not going to be convinced otherwise. "I've found that the deeper I go into this thing, the more I have to count on the men around me. I trust them with my life. I also trust they won't betray my trust. If that's not enough for you, I don't know what else I can do." 
 
    The general thought about it for a few seconds before agreeing. "Alright. James can be looped in, but his clearance will come at a price. I'll let you know more when I arrive." 
 
    "Okay, sir." 
 
    "Good day, Lieutenant." 
 
    The call ended, and Colt collapsed against the chair. Things were starting to get murky, and he was no longer sure who he was fighting for—justice, or the government. He used to think they meant the same, and now he was not so sure. One thing was sure: things were going to get even more dangerous from here. He looked around him at the secret room. Perhaps it was time to make it more secure. He would call Chong and ask him to make the space safer. Upgrades on the walls and doors. Jammers to make it secure from bugs. Then biometric locks and a retinal scanner to make it only accessible to people close to him. The five members of his team, James, Janice, Michelle. Essentially, his family. He was not losing another one of them to Pallop. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Dawson Striker was a ghost. The people he worked for wouldn't recognize him if he walked up to them on the street. Once upon a time, he used to be Mason Hinds and he worked for the CIA. Then his cover was blown while he was on an undercover mission, forcing him to go underground. He was still establishing his new identity when he got a call from his former handler, asking him if he was interested in some freelance job. The target was a rebel leader in Iraq frustrating the CIAs attempt to control the region. Hinds agreed to do the job. It was simple enough. The only problem was getting into the compound of the rebel leader and leaving without getting spotted. Hinds found the rebel leader snoring in his bed, a naked woman not far away from his outstretched hands. The man was dead before he could make a sound and the woman beside him on the bed didn’t even stir as Mason made sure his target was dead. He was on his way out of Iraq when the alarm was raised the next day. When he received his pay and realized he had just made what he would have earned in five years working with the CIA for just one mission, he knew he had found his calling. Mason Hinds disappeared and Dawson Striker was born in his place. 
 
    Those who had used him knew him by name and reputation only. Every new client he received wa by referral and carefully vetted before he accepted a job. He had escaped so many attempts to capture him and managed to survive for so long that some people believed he was nothing more than an urban legend. Sitting in the nondescript sedan he had rented for the mission, across from Amanda Bouts's house, Striker was starting to feel like a legend. And by that, he meant old and tired of his legacy. He had been thinking of retiring for a while now. He had more money than he could ever spend, and he no longer felt the thrill he used to feel on one of these missions. It was like he had used every method known to man to kill someone and even invented a few himself, and now he no longer loved his job.  
 
    The only reason why he had agreed to help Pallop on this mission was that they went a long way back, and the money was too good to pass up. Also, the task had been easy enough so far. First, he had snuck into Masters’ house and found the older man sleeping on a recliner. The man seemed already out of it, and it was a simple matter of walking up to him and inserting the needle in his hand into the jugular vein of the older man, pushing down on the plunger before he woke up. Masters opened his eyes and swatted at his neck like he was trying to kill a fly. Then he saw Striker standing in front of him and understood what was happening. Striker prepared to hold him down if he tried to run or fight and was surprised when instead Masters just sighed and leaned back in his chair. He was ready to die. The poison worked in minutes. It was one of the reasons Striker loved using cyanide. Also, it quickly metabolized in the body, making it hard to be noticed in an autopsy. When the older man had stopped breathing, Hinds checked to make sure. He stepped back and took a picture before disappearing into the shadows and was gone.  
 
    Stevenson was next. Striker drove down to his cabin but parked his truck two miles away and completed the journey on foot. He got to the cabin and checked his time. It was 3 p.m., which gave him about five hours before Stevenson showed up. It was more than enough time. He placed a few extra propane tanks with timers on them underneath the floorboard of the house. Timers were set to blow about an hour after Stevenson showed up. Then he cut the main gas line and redirected the gas so it would start to fill the house walls. By the time anyone detected the odor, it would be too late. When he was done, he left the house and set up in the woods about two hundred yards away. He filmed Stevenson arriving at the cabin right on time. Thirty minutes later, there was an explosion, and the cabin collapsed like it was made of toothpicks. Striker took several more pictures for Pallop and walked out of the woods to his truck. Two down. Just one left to go. 
 
    Striker had kept Amanda Bouts for last because killing her would be more challenging than the others. He had been watching her for almost a week now and was sure he had a good grasp of her schedule. Sunday night, after he watched her turn off her bedroom lights, he broke into her garage and placed a speed bomb in her car. To make sure she did not escape the wreck, he poured an odorless accelerant onto her seat, including her headliner. He added a cable to the speed bomb and attached it to her breaks. They would fail. 
 
    The next morning, Striker was parked across from her as she left her house. She drove slowly and carefully, much to Striker's frustration. Still, he followed and was surprised when she did not take her usual route to work. Instead, she drove through a residential neighborhood and stopped at Ozark Bank. He watched her walk in and come back out seven minutes later, talking on her phone. She appeared to be agitated. When she got into her car this time, she peeled out of the bank's parking lot, taking the back road. Striker followed her, so intent on watching her he did not notice the car now tailing him. 
 
    Amanda blew through a yellow light, and Striker kept on following her. She saw a stop sign in front of her and applied her brakes. Striker watched her brake lights come on and saw her car spin out of control. She went through a chain-link fence and slammed into the wall. For a split second, Striker wondered why the bomb had not gone off already. Then there was a loud bang, and the car exploded. The roof of the car was torn off and flung across the road. The rest of the car seemed to hold together but was ablaze. Striker saw the figure in the driver's seat slumped against the steering wheel. She had died quickly, it seemed. He sped away from the scene. Someone would call for an ambulance, and he had no plans to be there when anyone arrived. Not that it would be of any use. There was nothing left to save in that car. He had not gone far when he looked in his rearview mirror and saw a green truck drive up to the wreck, and a man got out. Mission complete, he picked up his phone and called Pallop.  
 
    "All targets eliminated." 
 
    "Good," Pallop replied. "Your payment will be sent before the end of the day." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "I still need you to stay in the area, though. I will decide what to do with the sheriff soon, and I need you on hand if I decide to eliminate him." 
 
    "No problem." Striker stopped the car in front of a restaurant. "I'll be here for the next three days. If I don't hear from you by then, I'm gone." 
 
    "That's fair enough." 
 
    "Also, this will be the last job I do for you. I'm getting out." 
 
    There were a few moments of silence before Pallop replied. "No, you can't do that. You are the only one I trust to handle my business." 
 
    "Tough cookie." Striker stared at the rearview mirror, watching the foot traffic behind his car. "I don't answer to you or anyone else." 
 
    "Come on. What are you going to do?" Pallop laughed encouragingly. "This is what you are good at. This is what you were born to do."  
 
    Striker thought about Mason Hinds and the wife and children he had left in his old life. A wife who now visited his gravesite once every year because, according to the CIA, he had been killed in action. He thought of his son and daughter. Both now in college and doing well, all without their father. No, he had not been born to do this, and even though he could still not go home, he was not planning on doing this for the rest of his life. 
 
    "Careful how you talk to me," he said in a hushed tone. "I'm not one of the lackeys on your payroll. You don't get to tell me what to do. I don't think you want to give me a reason to arrange a meeting with you…?" 
 
    "Of course not," Pallop quickly replied. One thing he had learned when he was in the Marines was threat assessment. Simply put, study everyone around you to know their threat level and prepare for them accordingly. Striker fell in the category of people you avoided antagonizing because there was no preparation for him. Pallop was not afraid of much. He was, however, scared of Striker. "You do what you have to do." 
 
    "Good." Striker scratched at the stubble on his chin. "Three days. I don't hear from you in three days, and I am out of this godforsaken town." 
 
    He ended the call and got out of the car. Pulling a baseball cap over his head, he walked into the restaurant to order some takeout. He returned to the car with his food and decided it was time to start watching Colt. Find out his routines for when he would need to take him out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Colt walked out of his office and jumped into his truck. He pulled out and began to drive to the inn where his team was staying. As usual, he didn't go straight but took several detours, watching his rearview mirror the whole time. Still, he almost didn't pick up the tail on him until he got close to the 7-11 where he used to park his truck. He wouldn't have even thought of the car, even though he had seen it a couple of times behind him, had the driver not driven into a parking lot too and parked a few feet away. Colt knew he had to be sure before he made any moves. He got out of his car and walked into the store. When he peeked back, the driver had made no move to come out of the vehicle. He seemed to be settling down to eat, and Colt wondered if he was not paranoid. The man might have stopped to eat instead of driving while he ate. A smart decision. Except, Colt's sixth sense told him something was off. It was hard to see the man's face or get a good picture of where he was. He walked around the store and found the back entrance. Sneaking around the building, he approached the car from behind and managed to get some good shots of the driver with his phone. He forwarded the pictures to Chong and then called him.  
 
    "Chong, I just sent you a picture. I need to know who that man is." 
 
    "Sure thing. Give me a few minutes." 
 
    As Chong worked on the pictures. Colt walked back into the store and began to shop around, making sure to pass across the large front window several times so the man could see he was still inside the store. A few minutes later, Chong called back. 
 
    "His name is Mason Hinds. He is listed as KIA. He was a former Army Ranger. He goes by Dawson Striker, or that is what the CIA calls him. Most of the files on him are classified, but the few non classified ones all have him connected with several assassinations. None were officially pinned on him, though, but there is enough Intel here to suggest he is guilty of most of them." 
 
    "He's good too. Managed to tail me for a while, and I wasn't even sure I was being followed." Colt glanced through the window and saw that the truck was still there. "Tell Honeywell and Blackburn to get down to the 7-11 close to the inn ASAP. Their target is sitting in a gray 2012 Toyota Tundra." 
 
    "Okay, sir." 
 
    "I want the grab to be quick and smooth. We can't mess this up." 
 
    "Sure thing. Should they bring him to the inn? We can set him up in one of the empty rooms we rented." 
 
    Colt thought about that. "No. We take him to my grandfather's hunting cabin in the woods. I have a few questions for him." 
 
    Colt ended the call and walked to the cashier with a cart full of items. He had picked most of them at random, and as the cashier rang them up, he wondered what he would do with a twelve-pack of microwaveable dinners or eight different kinds of cereal. He paid with his credit card and walked out with several bags in his arms. He was walking up to his car when Honeywell and Blackburn pulled up in a truck behind Striker's car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Striker started to get suspicious about the time the sheriff was spending inside the store when he walked out with several bags in his arms. It would be a while before the sheriff would have to shop again from the looks of things. He was watching the sheriff dump his load inside his trunk when he heard the sound of two people laughing beside his car. One of them held a carton of milk, and from the way they staggered, it looked like both of them were drunk. Striker hissed in disgust. Who got drunk this early on a Monday? They walked past his car and were almost gone when the one holding the milk carton stumbled and fell, the milk carton falling on his car and splashing milk across his windshield. Striker cursed and jumped out of his car. 
 
    "Are you fucking stupid?" he demanded, bearing down on them, and itching to grab the gun tucked in his belt and wasting them. "What the hell is wrong with you two?" 
 
    "Sorry, sir," the one holding the milk carton said and giggled. "I seem to have…spilled my milk all over your car." 
 
    The two men burst into laughter. Striker walked up to the man with the milk carton and grabbed him by his shirt.  
 
    "You bastard…"  
 
    The man looked up at him, and Striker realized he had made a mistake. Before he could make a move, a Taser was jammed into his side, and he felt 50,000 volts of electricity travel around his body until he passed out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Striker woke up, he was tied up in the back of his truck. His restraints were very tight, and he had tied enough of them to know he was not getting out of this one. He had also been gagged and blindfolded. He had no choice but to wait until they arrived at their location. When the blindfold was taken away, he blinked several times before he could recognize he was in a cabin. From the sounds around him, he would guess they were far into the woods where no one could hear him scream. Not that it would be a problem for the men standing in front of him. He didn't need anyone to tell him they all had military training. One of the men that had captured him stood to the left, hands folded as he stared at him aloofly. Another man sat in the far corner, working on a laptop. Striker faced the most crucial figure in the room. 
 
    "Good morning, Sheriff." 
 
    Colt didn't reply. He just stared at Striker.  
 
    "Trying to give me the silent treatment I see." Striker chuckled. "That's amateur stuff. Come on. Ask your questions. I know you have a lot of them." 
 
    Still, Colt said nothing. He just stood there until the second man who had helped capture him pushed a cart into the room. Striker immediately recognized the torture instruments on the cart. Plugs and pliers. A metal bat and stun batons. He also noticed syringes and vials of chemicals as well as a resuscitation kit. Striker was not scared of torture. Not because he couldn't feel pain. He could feel pain, and he knew these men, like him, had been taught by the best on how to cause the most pain to the human body without killing their target. No, this was going to hurt like hell. He wasn't scared because he knew he could keep his mouth shut no matter how much it hurt, even to the point of death. Except he was not willing to die. Not for this. 
 
    "No need for torture devices. I am ready to talk." 
 
    Colt picked up a file and flipped it open. "Mason Hinds aka Dawson Striker …" 
 
    Striker's eyes widened. "If you know that, then you have top clearance." 
 
    Colt nodded. "You can say that. I've been going through your files. A lot of political assassinations, gang leaders, big targets. The thing is, I don't think I have anyone in my town that fits that bill." 
 
    "That's correct. Unfortunately, I don't pick my victims. Just my clients and my clients wanted these people dead." 
 
    One more man walked into the room, and Striker was surprised to see the man that had stopped at the explosion earlier in the day. 
 
    "You were following me." 
 
    "No." Herman's lips curled in disgust. "I was following Amanda Bouts. Had no idea you had booby-trapped her car already." 
 
    "She's dead, right?" 
 
    Herman didn't reply to him. 
 
    "Let's see. In the last twenty-four hours, I've had three new deaths in my county. Masters was found dead at home, and even though everything looks normal, I'm willing to bet you had a hand in that." Striker said nothing. Colt didn't need him to. "Then Stevenson is killed in an explosion that I know the arson investigator would rule as an accident. Finally, we have Amanda Bouts.” He stared at Striker. “A hectic couple of hours for you." 
 
    Striker shrugged, a grin on his face. "I've completed harder missions. This one was a piece of cake. You should protect your people more, Sheriff." 
 
    Colt punched Striker so hard the chair he was sitting on tipped back and crashed to the floor. Herman and Blackburn calmly walked forward and pulled him back up. His nose was broken, and there was a massive gash in his lips. Colt calmly cleaned the blood on his knuckles with a handkerchief.  
 
    "Who sent you?" he asked impassively. 
 
    "I think you know the answer to that." 
 
    "Say it." 
 
    "Tanner Pallop," Striker replied. 
 
    "He's tying up loose ends, isn't he?"  
 
    Striker turned his head to the side and spat out a thick gob of blood. "I don't ask questions, Sheriff. All I get are the names of my target. As for the motivation of my clients, I can't speak to that." 
 
    "You killed your targets. Why were you tailing me then?" 
 
    "Doing my homework for when Pallop confirmed the hit on you." 
 
    Colt nodded slowly. "I see." He grabbed a chair and sat in front of Striker. A part of him was furious Striker was cooperating so quickly. He had been hoping to get a chance to lay into him. It was taking all his efforts not to take out his anger and hate for Pallop on Striker. "So, you get the names of your targets from your client, but I know you have an excellent knowledge of your clients. You have to, so you don't walk into a trap. I need to know what you know about Pallop. How do you contact him? Where is he now? How high up in the agency does he go? Who is he working with? What are his shipping routes? Who are his overseas contacts?" 
 
    "That's a lot of questions." Blackburn picked up the electric wands, and Striker scowled. "I didn't say I wasn't going to answer. I just need to know what I am getting out of it." 
 
    Colt gave a small nod to Blackburn, who plunged the electric wand in Striker's side without thinking. Striker let loose a stream of expletives, bloody saliva spraying out of his mouth as he screamed.  
 
    "Fuck!" He gritted when Blackburn pulled the wand away. "Alright…" he was panting now. “I'll tell you what I know." 
 
    "I'm waiting," Colt said. 
 
     Striker tried to catch his breath back. "I don't know his trade routes or who he works for. All I know is that we communicate over a secure link or a secure phone when we talk." 
 
    "Bullshit." Colt glared at him. "You would have found out more when you were vetting him." 
 
    "I didn't need to look too hard when I was vetting him considering who introduced him to me." 
 
    "Who is that?" 
 
    Striker heaved a sigh. "The CIA director." 
 
    Colt managed to keep his expression neutral. "The CIA director?" 
 
    Striker nodded. "Yes. He put me in touch with Pallop. My first mission for him was to renegotiate his contract with his suppliers in Vietnam." 
 
    "I'm guessing the phone and computer we found in your car are what you use to communicate with him?" 
 
    Striker nodded. "Yes. You can't get into it without me, though." 
 
    Colt dropped his head wearily. "You want to tell me how or do I need to convince you?" 
 
    "You need my prints." Striker sulked. 
 
    Colt nodded at Chong, who walked over with a scanner and scanned both of Striker's hands. 
 
    "Now, I don't need you anymore." 
 
    "Is this when you kill me?" Striker asked, his grin not entirely masking his dread. 
 
    "That's not my decision." Colt stepped aside and called the general. He quickly updated him and ended the call a few minutes later. "You are going to a black site." 
 
    Striker's eyes widened, and his hands began to shake. "Wait, we can work something out. I can give you details about all my kills. Everything. People who ordered the hits, how much I was paid, and everything I have on them. You give that to them, and they don't need me."  
 
    Colt smiled when he saw the fear in Striker's eyes. "Not my call to make." 
 
    "How about money? I have the money—a lot of it. I can transfer fifty million…" He trailed off when he saw the expression on the face in front of him. No, Colt and his team could not be bought. He sighed and chuckled. "Just when I decided to get out, I go and get myself captured." 
 
    "You can contemplate your fate later." Colt dropped Striker's phone and laptop in front of him. "For now, you are going to teach me how to contact Pallop. I need to know what the protocol is, so I don't spook him." 
 
    "I guess I don't see a reason why not." 
 
    A few hours later, Colt drove Striker in his car to the outskirts of town and handed him to the general’s team to collect him. 
 
    "You are one lucky bastard," Striker said to him with a grin. "And smart too. I doubt Pallop has any idea what he's up against." 
 
    Colt said nothing. He just pushed him towards the black ops team. He watched them load him into one of their SUVs and drive off. He trudged back to his car and got in. It was just around 2 p.m., and already he was exhausted. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Colt returned to his office and checked in with James to get an update on the investigation into Stanley Stevenson and Amanda Bouts’ death. He was not surprised when James told him from all available evidence both deaths looked like accidents. Striker's involvement in the death was still classified as top secret. He didn't correct James's assumption but told him not to close both cases yet. 
 
    "Just gather all the evidence you can and write your reports." 
 
    "Is there something you know that I don't know?" 
 
    "Yes. I can't tell you what yet, but even you have to admit there is something very suspicious going on when two persons of interest in our case suddenly die." 
 
    "Noticed that too. Alright, I'll call you if there is any new information on this side." 
 
    Colt thanked him and ended the call. Exhausted, he dropped his head to his desk and just tried to push the hundreds of thoughts playing in his mind. It seemed like every new event spurned a new thread, and the more he tugged, the more he realized how hard catching Pallop was going to be. His phone rang, and he picked it up. It was a Denver number. Colt answered the call.  
 
    "Hello." 
 
    "Good afternoon. This is Doctor Dubois. I am calling for Colt Brannon." 
 
    Colt sat up. "Good afternoon, doctor."" 
 
    "You called my assistant this morning and booked an appointment?" 
 
    "Yes…" 
 
    "So how may I help you, Mr. Brannon?" 
 
    "Well, I have these scars…" Colt paused for a moment to establish the cover story he had already thought of. "I had a bike accident a few years ago. It healed okay but left me with these scars on my face. Now, I've never really minded them before, but now I'm thinking about all the technologies, and you know… Maybe it's time to get rid of these scars." 
 
    "I see. Perhaps it would be better if you came into the office then. I have an opening at…" He checked his calendar before continuing. "Can you make it to my office here in Denver by eleven tomorrow morning?" 
 
    Colt didn't need to think long. "Sure, I can be there by eleven." 
 
    "Good. I look forward to seeing you." 
 
    The call ended, and Colt tossed his phone on the table. For one moment, he fantasized about leaving all of it, going home and crawling into bed. Then he pulled over the stack of files on his desk and got to work on official business. Two hours later, he heard a knock on his door, and Chong walked in.  
 
    "Sir…" 
 
    Colt was glad to push the file he was working on away. "You are done with the upgrade on my house and the safe house?" 
 
    "Done most of the work already. Ordered the doors and material for the reinforced wall. They should be arriving next week." 
 
    "Good." Chong turned around to leave, but Colt called him back. "Do you like it here?" 
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    "I mean, do you like working with me here in Fremont?" 
 
    Chong shrugged. "It's okay. Didn't think I'd like Colorado that much, but I'm starting to warm up to it." 
 
    "I was thinking that when we are done with this Pallop business, if you want, I may need someone with your skill set." 
 
    "Oh…" A small smile appeared on Chong's face. “That’s… I'll keep that in mind. Thank you, sir." 
 
    "You've more than earned it." 
 
    As Chong was leaving the office, James walked in. 
 
    "You are done with the investigation?" Colt asked before he even sat down. 
 
    James took the chair in front of Colt and looked at him. "You look like hell." 
 
    "You don't look too good yourself." 
 
    "I guess I don't…" James sighed and spread his legs, sprawling as comfortable as he could across the chair. "Fire didn't leave much of Stevenson's cabin to collect any evidence. Arson investigator did point to a leak in the pipe that supplied gas to the kitchen. It seems Stevenson tried to fix himself dinner and went boom." 
 
    "And Bouts?" 
 
    "That's going to be harder to determine. We know she lost control of the car and collided with a pole. From the tire marks on the road, she did not seem to have engaged her brakes. So either she wanted to kill herself or…" 
 
    "Someone cut her brakes," Colt finished.  
 
    "I was going to say her brakes failed. Mechanics checked it and said that at first glance, there was no sign of foul play. Plus, the brakes worked just fine for the ride from her house to the bank." 
 
    "That's because he's good." Colt leaned forward. "There is something I want to tell you, and for now, it has to stay between you and me." 
 
    "Okay…" 
 
    Colt told James all about Mason Hinds, aka Dawson Striker, and how Pallop had contracted him to eliminate Masters, Stevenson, and Bouts. When he was done, James's jaw had gone slack. 
 
    "This guy is good." 
 
    Colt nodded. "He's very good. He was this close to tailing me to the team's base today." He held his thumb and forefinger close together. "Where is the car now?" 
 
    "Locked in one of the warehouses we use to store evidence." 
 
    "Good. Make sure it's secured. Only you and I have access to it." 
 
    James nodded.  
 
    "Also, I have to be in Denver tomorrow. You okay to run things here?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    James got to his feet. "I'm going to grab a bite at The Owl. You coming?" 
 
    Colt looked at the stack of files on his desk and mentally divided them into the ones he could dump on Lieutenant Smith. The stack dropped down considerably well. 
 
    "Yeah, I could eat." 
 
    Grabbing his jacket, he and James headed out.  
 
    * * * 
 
    Colt woke up the next morning and shuffled into the shower. He stopped to make himself a cup of coffee, knowing he needed it if he was going to complete the drive to Denver without driving his truck off the road. Carrying his cup of coffee, he made his way to his vehicle. He was about to enter his truck when he noticed a small envelope on his windshield. He immediately looked around, like he was expecting to still find the person that had dropped it. Then he noticed that the envelope was damp with dew. Whoever had left it was long gone. He picked up the envelope and examined it. There was nothing suspicious about it, and feeling around the paper, he felt the outline of a key. He pulled out a switchblade from his pocket and carefully slit the outer edge of the envelope open. Holding it away from his body in case it had been booby-trapped, he didn't notice any powder or liquid coating. Turning the envelope over, he allowed the key to drop in his palm. It was a post office box key, and it had the number 1790 stamped on it. Colt checked his time and did a quick calculation in his head. He could spare a few minutes to stop at the post office. 
 
    A few minutes later, Colt walked out of the post office with the entire content of box 1790, a letter addressed to a Beulah Smith. He got into his truck and threw the letter into his glove box. He started the truck and drove away from the post office. On the way, he called James and asked him to find out all he could about Beulah Smith and who owned box 1790. He arrived in Denver two hours before his appointment and spent most of the time driving around the city and checking to ensure he was not being tailed. He also stopped for breakfast at a restaurant. When he finally parked his truck in Dr. Dubois's office lot, he was confident he was not being followed. 
 
    Dr, Dubois's office was on the second floor of a six-story building, and from how affluent his office looked, it was clear the good doctor was doing quite well for himself. Colt checked in with the receptionist and filled out the form she handed to him. He ignored her curious look when she stared at his face and didn't find any scars. After sitting in the waiting area for about fifteen minutes, Dr. Dubois came out to meet him. The doctor was younger than he had been expecting.  
 
    "Good morning, Mr. Brannon." He shook Colt's hand and invited him in. "Please, step into my office." 
 
    "You don't seem surprised that I don't have any scars on my face," Colt said when he was seated across from the doctor. 
 
    Dr. Dubois chuckled. "You won't be the first person to lie to me about what their actual issues were. Most of my patients are shy at first, but I want to assure you that this is a safe place. I run a very upscale practice, and my staff is very discrete." 
 
    "You are right. I didn't come here about scars on my face." Colt reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge and ID. "I'm Sheriff Colt Brannon, and I need your help on an investigation." 
 
    Dr. Dubois's body stiffened, and his hand drifted towards the phone on his desk. "I don't know…" 
 
    "Please, you'll be helping me to save several lives," Colt pleaded and waited until the doctor took his hand away from the phone. "I apologize for coming to you like this. I am investigating several murders in my county, and your name and office number have popped up twice now. Both times, these details were written down almost thirty years ago. It was why I was surprised when I saw you out there in the lobby. You look too young to have been the Dubois referenced." 
 
    Dr. Dubois nodded. "You are right. That is most definitely not me, since thirty years ago I was still in high school. But I know who you are looking for. Please, come with me." 
 
    Colt followed Dr. Dubois to another office down the hall from his. Dr. Dubois knocked on the door before pushing it open. 
 
    "Dad, there is someone here to see you. Can we come in?" 
 
    "Sure," a voice replied from the office. 
 
    Dr. Dubois pushed the door open, and Colt saw an older man, who looked to be in his sixties, sitting at a desk and holding two large digital images. He seemed to be comparing both images but dropped them when Colt and Dr. Dubois walked in. 
 
    "This is my father, Doctor Steven Dubois Senior." Dr. Dubois Jr. pointed at Colt. "Dad, this is Sheriff Colt Brannon. He was supposed to see you but was booked with me instead." 
 
    Colt walked forward and shook the older Dubois's hand. "Nice to meet you, Doctor Dubois." 
 
    Dr. Dubois Sr. chuckled. "I understand the confusion. I can't mention how many times it has happened. I'd change the names, but I find it a little funny. Besides, there's something to be said about continuing tradition." 
 
    "I'll leave the two of you now," Dr. Dubois Jr. said, closing the door behind him. 
 
    "So, Sheriff Brannon, how can I help you?" 
 
    "I am investigating a homicide in my county, and I found a book… two books actually, containing your name and phone number. I believe you may have done some work on some of the people involved in my case." 
 
    Dr. Dubois Sr. leaned back against his chair. "A murder, you say?" 
 
    "Several murders." He reached into the file he had brought with him and placed a picture of his grandfather's old unit on the table. "I need to know if you recognize anyone in that picture and if you did any work on them about thirty years ago. This would be around July or August 1982." 
 
    "You know I am not obliged to speak to you about my clients, right?" He shook his head slowly. "Discreteness is one of the hallmarks of my practice." 
 
    "They cut the brake line of a young woman's car and rigged it, so her car exploded when she crashed into a pole. She burned to death in the front seat of her car." Colt pushed the picture closer to the doctor. "You say no, and there is nothing I can do. But please, I need your help." 
 
    The doctor thought about it and finally reached out to take the picture. He stared at it for some time, then returned it and shook his head. "I'm sorry. I can't remember. This is thirty years ago. My memory is not what it used to be." 
 
    Colt deflated as he felt another thread falling apart. "Are you sure you can't…" 
 
    "Wait. I have… Give me a moment." The doctor rose and rushed out of the room. He was gone for almost fifteen minutes. When he returned, he had three files in his hand. "Went down to storage. I remember the year you are talking about. 1982. We had only three facial reconstruction surgeries that year." 
 
    He dropped the files on the desk in front of Colt. Colt looked at the first one. Samantha Rollins. Her file said she had survived a fire and was having facial reconstruction surgery to repair the damage. The next file belonged to Juan Rodriguez, and he had survived a car accident. Colt did not recognize the before and after picture. It was in the third file that he struck gold. He immediately recognized the name on the file; Thomas Deweese. He hurriedly flipped the file open and jerked when he saw the face on the file. 
 
    "Are you sure this file has not been tampered with?" 
 
    Dr. Dubois Sr. took the file from him and flipped it open. "Oh, I remember this case. He just wanted a few things done. Said he used to work for the mob and was trying to escape. He even gave me the picture he wanted to look like. Said it belonged to a dead friend he was sure no one would look for. It wasn't hard. Just a little nip and tuck here and there. Had to shave off part of his jawline to get the image. Also repaired a scar above his left eye." 
 
    Colt remembered that scar. They had been working on the truck when a wrench slipped and smacked him in his face. The injury had bled so much Colt had feared that he would lose his eye.  
 
    "Is he the man you are looking for?" 
 
    No, he was not. "Yes, that's my grandfather," Colt replied. He took the file, stared at the after picture, and wondered how he had not seen it when Deweese sat across from him that night. How had he sat that close to his grandfather and not known it was him?  
 
    * * * 
 
    Colt drove back to Fremont with a copy of the doctor's file in the glove box. His initial surprise and excitement at finding out that his grandfather was still alive had redesigned himself, and now he was starting to feel angry. How could his grandfather have abandoned him for all those years, made him think he was all alone and left him to trudge through life alone? As he got closer to Canon City, he began to accept that his grandfather did not have a choice. Considering all he now knew about Pallop, it was very much possible his grandfather had saved his life. When he got to the office, he called James in, turned on the jammer, and told him everything he had learned on his trip. When he was done, James just stared at him, blinking several times. 
 
    "Every time I think we're close to finding out the whole truth, I learn something that tells me just how far from done we are." 
 
    Colt nodded. "I understand what you mean." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    He shrugged. "I already placed an ad in the paper. Nothing to do now but wait until he contacts me again. What did you find out about Beulah Smith?" 
 
    "I had to ask for Chong's help on this." James walked over to the laptop on Colt's desk and logged in. "She's Dominic Masters’ ex-wife." 
 
    He brought up the file and showed it to Colt. 
 
    "So Masters was married." 
 
    "Yes." James closed the laptop. "They divorced about forty years ago. He still sends her money, though." 
 
    "We have an address for her?" 
 
    James nodded.  
 
    "Good. Let's go visit her." 
 
    Beulah Smith lived up in Beaver Creek, about twelve miles outside of town. She came out of her house when they pulled into her driveway and was waiting on her porch when they got out. 
 
    "Good afternoon, Miss…" 
 
    "Get in the house," she said and walked in, leaving the door open. 
 
    "I guess we now know what he saw in her." 
 
    James snickered at him as they both walked into the house. They sat in her kitchen, and she poured coffee for all three of them. 
 
    "So you found the key I left on your truck," Beulah said as she dropped a plate of cookies on the table.  
 
    Colt was surprised. "You were the one that left the key on my car?" 
 
    She nodded and picked up a cookie. "Drove down to your house last night and left it." 
 
    "You know you could have just handed it to me or dropped it at the station." 
 
    "If you are truly who I think you are, then you know why I would prefer not to be seen by you." 
 
    Colt immediately understood what she meant. "Alright, you left the key so I'd find the letter in the box and come to you. Why?" 
 
    "Dominic left something for you." 
 
    "Dominic Masters?" James asked. 
 
    "Yes." Beulah sighed and wrapped wrinkled hands around her cup of coffee. "I know you think he is this monster, but I knew him when he was still a sweet boy." 
 
    Colt realized the older woman was about to tell him a life story, and even though there were a lot of things he would rather be doing, listening to her was the least he could do.  
 
    "We were high school sweethearts," Beulah continued. "He used to write me these horrible love poems, and I loved them. It broke my heart when he went off to war with a few other boys from town. I missed him every day, and when he came home for a short leave and asked me to marry him, I didn't need to think before I said yes. Do you know what that feels like, Sheriff? To love someone so much you don't even have to think about it when they ask you to spend the rest of your life with them." 
 
    When Colt began to splutter, James came to the rescue. 
 
    "Of course, I do," he replied, taking Beulah's hand. His wedding ring glinted as he held her hand. "I felt the same way when I asked my sweetheart to marry me." 
 
    "So, you know." She gave him a tender smile. "He returned to war, and we resumed sending letters to each other. He used to send me money too. I didn't know how much he made as a soldier, and it didn't occur to me that the money he was sending me was more than he should be making as a soldier. Even after the war, I never really questioned him about money. All I knew was that we were living very comfortably. When I asked him what he did, he would just tell me he was helping a friend in his export business." She took a sip of her coffee, then dropped the cup and stared into it as she continued to talk. "We used to work in his parents’ shop, and Dominic was always talking about taking over fully when his parents died. Sometimes, he and his importer friend would be in the shop for hours, talking about only God knows what. One day, his friend stopped by the shop. I was the only one in the shop, and I told him to wait for Dominic. Curious, I began to ask him some questions about his business. To this day, I have no idea the exact question I asked him that got him so angry. He slapped me so hard I crashed against the wall. Then he picked me up and began shaking me, telling me to stay out of his business. Dominic walked into the shop at that exact moment, and I thought he would rush to my defense. Instead, he began to plead with the man to let me go…" 
 
    She trailed off, and Colt wondered if that would be the end to her story. She pushed her cup aside, and Colt was shocked to see she was crying. 
 
    "Miss… Miss Smith." He reached towards her, then pulled his hand back and pulled out the handkerchief in his pocket. "Here," he said, offering it to her.  
 
    She took it and dabbed at her eyes. "I'm sorry for being so…" 
 
    "No." James comforted her. "You just lost a man you loved. You are allowed to be as emotional as you need to be." 
 
    "Thank you." She cleaned her eyes and cleared her throat. "Anyway, after that day, I never saw my husband the same way again. I begged him to leave this man alone, but he told me if he did, that would be the end of him. A few months after the incident at the store, I filed for divorce. He begged me not to leave him, but I told him I couldn't be with him if he would continue working with that man. Finally, he signed the divorce papers. I bought this house with the money I got in the divorce." 
 
    "Did you still keep in contact with Dominic?" 
 
    She nodded. "I couldn't just let go of him like that. Occasionally, he would stop by, and for a few hours, we could pretend the world outside my bedroom didn't exist." Her lips curved in a sad smile. "Two years ago, he stopped by with a large envelope and told me that if anything were to happen to him, I should forward that envelope to the FBI, CIA, and a couple of media outlets." 
 
    "I haven't seen anything strange in the news recently," Colt pointed out. 
 
    "That is because two days ago, he called and told me that if he died, I should make sure you get a copy of what was inside the envelope." She got up and walked into her room. She returned with the envelope and dropped it on the table. "This is all the evidence he was able to gather over the years." 
 
    "And the other copies?" James asked. 
 
    "I'm still trying to decide if I should send them in yet." 
 
    "Don't," Colt begged her. "Not yet at least. The man we are chasing, if he gets wind that we have something like this—it would make it even harder to catch him." 
 
    Beulah nodded. "Alright, I'll hold off for now. But sheriff, I don't plan to die without seeing that Dominic gets the justice he deserves. He may have turned out bad in the end. Nonetheless, the man who turned him into a monster deserves to suffer." 
 
    "We'll do our best to make sure of that," Colt promised. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. "That's my direct line. You have any trouble or remember anything else, please call me." 
 
    Beulah took the card and nodded. Colt and James thanked her for her help and left with the envelope. As they drove away from the house, they could see Beulah Smith standing on her porch, sad and lonely.  
 
    They were getting close to the office when James's phone rang. He picked it up and checked the screen. 
 
    "It's Becky," he informed Colt before he answered the call. "Hey, Becky. Do you have an update for us?" 
 
    "Sent the report to your mail," she replied. "Take a look. I'll tell you; I haven't seen such a complex maize of a money trail. Whoever set up their system was good and has a connection in high places. I mean, so far I can't conclusively tell you that anything they are doing is illegal." 
 
    "But it is." 
 
    "You know that, and I know that too. I mean, legal businesses don't move money around that much. Still, there is nothing you can take to court to prove they did anything illegal. Maybe unethical…" 
 
    "Why am I not surprised?" James muttered. 
 
    "One name kept popping up, though. Orlando Flake. He is the one moving the money around for the organization. You catch him and get him to confess, and you'll unlock the entire money trail." 
 
    "Orlando Flake…" 
 
    Colt turned sharply. "Orlando Flake? Why does that name sound familiar?" 
 
    James looked at him. "You've heard it somewhere?" 
 
    Colt nodded. He took his phone and called Chong. 
 
    "Chong, I need you to find what you can about an Orlando Flake."  
 
    A few minutes later, Chong called back.  
 
    "Orlando Flake is the president of the Bank of the Rockies," Chong informed Colt. 
 
    "That's where I saw the name. In some of the files we found at Amanda Bouts’ house."  
 
    "That is not all, sir," Chong continued. "There is also a file here that says Orlando Flake is an assumed identity." 
 
    "Who is he then?" 
 
    "It says here that his real name is Walker Stradmore." 
 
    "Walker Stradmore." Colt’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. "Stradmore was the CIA section chief in Vietnam when my grandfather was sent there." 
 
    "I can confirm that from my file here, sir," Chong replied. 
 
    "Thanks, Chong. I'll be in touch." 
 
    Colt pulled into the parking lot, trying to make sense of everything he had learned that day. He swore it was like staring at a jigsaw puzzle with many missing pieces, and every time he got a new piece, he realized he was looking at the picture wrong. 
 
    "Right now, following the money seems like our best bet to getting Pallop." Colt rubbed his face wearily. "James, call Becky and ask her if she would like to come down here and work with us for a little while. We'll make it worth her while." 
 
    James nodded. "I'll make the call." 
 
   



 

 Chapter 13 
 
    When Colt Brannon first rode into Cannon City and began his crackdown on crime, Pallop had been a little amused. The truth was that he had grown bored with how secure his business had been lately. He looked forward to sparring with the younger Brannon, confident that if things ever got even remotely dangerous, he could take care of Colt the same way he took care of his grandfather. In the last few weeks, Pallop had slowly stopped being amused. When he got a call from his contact in Ozark bank informing him that Colt had somehow managed to freeze both Masters and Bouts’s accounts in the Bank, Pallop went into a rage. That money was his, and if there was one thing Pallop hated, it was someone messing with his money. It was time to take care of Sheriff Brannon. First, he needed to find out exactly how the sheriff had gotten his account frozen so he could figure out how to get his money out. He already had his spy in Brannon's office check the official report, and it said nothing about the accounts in Ozark bank. He knew Brannon would have written a report. The sheriff was too conscientious not to have. That left just one other place the information could be. He called one of his contacts in Fremont County. 
 
    "Smalls, I've got a job for you." 
 
    "Sure thing, boss. What do you want?" 
 
    Smalls was a small-time thief. He was good at getting in and out but had a penchant for getting drunk in the presence of cheap prostitutes who then ratted him out to the cops. Of course, he was smart enough to know that Pallop's business was the one thing he could never brag about publicly. A broken pinky that never healed straight was Pallop’s way of making sure he never forgot that lesson. 
 
    "I need you to break into the sheriff's house and get something for me." 
 
    "The sheriff's house. I don't know, boss…" 
 
    "You get three grand before and another three grand if you find what I am looking for." 
 
    "Six grand?" Pallop could hear the greed in Small’s voice. "Alright, I'll do it. What are you looking for?" 
 
    "I need you to search the house and find any paperwork from Ozark bank…" 
 
    * * * 
 
    Colt never went home in the middle of the day. Not with everything he had going on in the office. However, the general had called and told him he was a few hours away from Fremont and would be arriving soon. Colt had initially thought of holding the meeting in his office, then he changed his mind and decided to keep it in his house instead. It was the safest place he could think of and also provided the kind of anonymity his office didn't.  
 
    The moment he walked through his front door; he knew something was wrong. He was reaching for his gun when a man lunged out at him from behind the door, thrusting a knife at him. Colt turned away just in time for the blade to glance across his side. It ripped his jacket but didn't get to his skin. Colt didn't stop, continuing the turn and kicking back with his right foot, so he struck his assailant under the arm that held the knife. The blade clattered to the floor. Colt didn't wait. He swung out with his elbow, catching the man across his ribs. Then he tackled him to the floor and pulled his arm across his back.  
 
    Smalls yelled out in pain and began to plead.  
 
    "Who sent you?" Colt asked, reaching for the cuffs on his belt. 
 
    "Sent me?" Smalls feigned ignorance. "Look, man, I just came to see if I could grab the TV or something. I don't..." Colt pulled his arm back even further, and he screamed out. "Please… Please… he just told me to look around and bring some papers for him." 
 
    Colt cuffed Smalls's two hands behind him and pulled him to his feet. "Papers?" 
 
    Colt nodded with a scowl. "Yeah. Papers about Ozark bank or something like that. Look, I didn't take anything, alright. So how about you do me this solid and let me go. I'm sorry…" 
 
    "Who sent you?" Colt asked, even though he already knew the answer to that. 
 
    "Sorry, I can't tell you that. The worst thing you can do is throw me in prison. This fucker I'm talking about would have me killed if he heard I talked to the cops." 
 
    Colt looked at Smalls and knew he would not say another word, at least not about Pallop. He got out his phone and called James.  
 
    "Sit down with your back to the wall," he ordered Smalls, pushing him down. James answered the phone, and Colt spoke before he could. "Pallop sent someone to break into my house looking for the reports about the accounts we closed in Ozark bank." 
 
    "Really? He came to your house?" 
 
    "No. As usual, he sent someone to do his dirty job for him. Bastard tried to stab me with a knife." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "I'm fine," Colt said, scowling at his torn jacket. "I need you to send two men to come and pick him up. Charge him for breaking and entering and assault on an officer with a deadly weapon." 
 
    "I'll send Sandoval and Sanchez." 
 
    Colt glanced at Smalls, who was still sitting on the floor with his head hung low. He moved a few feet away. 
 
    "I think he still has people working for him in the department." 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "Yes. The only way he would know to check the house for the paperwork is if he already knows they are not in the office." 
 
    "That's true. How do you want to handle it?" 
 
    "I don't know." Colt glanced at his watch. "The general should be arriving here soon, and I have to change out of these clothes before he gets here. We'll talk after." 
 
    "Alright." There was a small pause. "You sure you are okay? I could come there…" 
 
    "No," Colt cut him off gently. "Don't worry. I'll be fine." 
 
    "Okay. Sandoval and Sanchez are already on their way." 
 
    "Thanks. I'll call if I need anything." 
 
    The two deputies arrived in a squad car a few minutes later. 
 
    "I want him in a cell all by himself. No one goes in to talk to him or even anywhere near him. Is that understood?" 
 
    Sandoval and Sanchez nodded as they pushed Smalls into the back of their car. They drove away, and Colt walked back into the house to prepare for his meeting with the general. The general arrived an hour later, and Colt watched as three black SUVs with tinted windows pulled into his driveway. The general got out, and Colt walked forward and saluted him. The general returned the salute. 
 
    "Colt." The general gave him a tight smile. "You look good." 
 
    "Thank you, sir." He was about to say something when another figure stepped out of the car. "Deweese…" 
 
    Deweese grinned at Colt. "Surprised to see me?" 
 
    Colt nodded a little. "Yes… I placed the ads in the paper." 
 
    "I saw it. Didn't think I had anything to say to you yet." 
 
    "Are we going in, or is your porch the secure location you promised we would have this meeting in." 
 
    Colt told himself to concentrate. "Come inside, please." 
 
    Colt walked into his house with the general and Deweese. Two of the general's men followed them inside the house. At the same time, the men stood just outside the door. Colt knew the rest would spread themselves around the home, covering every exit in and out of the house. In the house, the general headed for the couch.  
 
    "So, what do you have for me?" 
 
    "Not here." Colt walked over to the bookshelf and reached for the release button. The bookshelf slid open, and Colt turned around to see the look of surprise on Deweese's face. He turned around and moved his face closer to the retinal scanner on the door. A few seconds later, there was a small click, and he could open it. "I thought here would be a perfect place to have the meeting." 
 
    The general and Deweese walked into the room, not bothering to hide their surprise.  
 
    "Nice setup." The general walked over to the gun rack. "You forming your own militia?" 
 
    "Family heirloom," Colt replied without taking his eyes off Deweese.  
 
    Deweese looked around, taking note of the changes in the room. He walked to the shelf with boxes of records and evidence. He reached inside the box and picked up one of the pictures, staring at the image for a long time before setting it down. When he turned around, he found Colt looking at him. 
 
    "Even now, I still can't believe it's you." 
 
    Deweese smiled. "So, you know?" 
 
    Colt nodded. "Hey, Pops." 
 
    "You have no idea how long I've waited to hear you call me that." 
 
    "Why did you have to wait this long then?" Colt's voice shook, and he took a deep breath to steady himself. "I understand not telling me when I was young to protect me. But there was a point in the last few years when you should have known I could handle myself. Or when I returned to town, it would have been great to know that the mystery man that snuck into my bedroom was my grandfather." 
 
    "If I may interrupt…" Colt and Jacob Brannon glanced at the general, and he realized this was a private moment he couldn't interfere in. So, he raised his hand in surrender. "I'll just stand over here." 
 
    "You have to understand that with Pallop, there was no telling how long he could hold a grudge. There was no point where I could be sure that revealing myself to you would not put you or myself in harm's way. Even now, if word gets out that I am not Deweese, I become a big fucking target." 
 
    "Then we just have to catch Pallop and take down his entire empire before he does that." 
 
    Jacob nodded. "I've missed you so…" He took a few steps towards Colt and then stopped, unsure of himself.  
 
    Colt covered the distance between them and wrapped his hands around his grandfather. "I've missed you too." 
 
    General Crawford made no move to stop the show of emotion. He was a soldier—had fought in the war and knew what it meant to be reunited with a comrade that was thought lost forever. Most people assumed soldiers were stone-cold humans with ice in their veins. Crawford knew better. There was something about facing death together that made brothers out of strangers and created a bond tighter than blood. So he understood what it meant to Colt to be able to hug his grandfather again. Finally, the grandfather and grandson stepped back. 
 
    "Congratulations on getting reunited with your grandfather, Brannon. I always felt like it should have happened sooner." 
 
    "So, you knew?" 
 
    General Crawford nodded. "The night Masters shot Deweese in front of that restaurant, your grandfather called me and asked for my help…" 
 
    "When Deweese and I walked into the restaurant, I was wearing a jacket. Deweese was down with a cold and, like the stubborn ass he was, refused to wear a jacket. I insisted he take mine. As we walked out of the restaurant, I heard the shot and saw Deweese fall to the ground in front of me. The bullet had hit his head. I knew immediately Pallop had sent someone to kill me. Deweese and I looked so alike we used to be mistaken for brothers. In the night, it was hard to distinguish between the two of us. I took off my badge and threw it on Deweese's body. Then I ran out of there. I cut into an alley and hid behind a dumpster. A few minutes later, I saw masters run past me. I knew then that he was the one Pallop had sent to kill me. I could have killed him there. I should have…" 
 
    "You didn't because he was your only link to Pallop." 
 
    Jacob nodded forlornly. "Yes. So I ran away and called the general." 
 
    "Immediately, he called me. I arranged for him to get me out of Canon City. I pulled some strings and changed the records, so they showed that it was your grandfather that had died that night. It was hard to tell the difference between the shattered skulls unless you knew to look very closely. Thankfully, no one did." 
 
    "I went to Dr. Dubois in Denver and got surgery to make me look like Deweese. Then I went underground." 
 
    "We made sure to take care of you," General Crawford continued. "Your aunt got all your grandfather's benefit plus some." 
 
    "If I could’ve come back, I would have…" 
 
    Colt nodded. "I know. As a kid, I missed you so much, and I wished things were different. But I'm not a kid anymore. I understand why you did what you did." 
 
    "Alright." The general stepped forward. "Now that we've reconciled with the past, what do you know?" 
 
    Colt raised his head. "We still don't know what Pallop looks like or where he is right now. We've been able to apprehend some of his operatives. You already know about Brody and Dominic Masters. We were getting close to nailing Amanda Bouts, another of his operatives here in Fremont, but he sent Dawson Striker to finish her off." 
 
    "What do we have then?" 
 
    Colt picked up the files he had kept on the desk before the meeting. "Using the information, we collected from Masters and Bouts, we were able to track his money around the world and pinpoint some businesses that have been helping him so far. Shipping companies, and a local business he used as a front both here in Canon and different states across the country. Drugs, guns, antiques, exotic vehicles… If you can make money from it illegally, Pallop was involved in it." 
 
    The general glanced through the report. "That's good."  
 
    Colt nodded. "His main money man here in Canon is Orlando Flake, aka Walker Stradmore." 
 
    Jacob turned to Colt; eyes wide. "Wow! You've gone deeper than any of us ever managed to do." 
 
    "Thanks." Colt shrugged. "Honestly, it feels more like I stumbled into most of this information than I did anything." 
 
    Jacob shook his head. "When it comes to Pallop, you don't stumble into anything. Where is Flake now, and why haven't you brought him in?" 
 
    "Because he is our best link to Pallop. Everything else is expendable. Pallop can find new businesses or new operatives. He can get a new identity and disappear again. The only thing that can't change is money, and Flake is our best bet." 
 
    "That's smart," the general concurred. "So, what's your next move?" 
 
    "We flush Pallop out." 
 
    "How do you plan to do that?" Jacob asked.  
 
    Colt grinned. "You know when you go rabbit hunting and pour hot water into every hole in the ground to force the rabbits out of hiding?"  
 
    The general and Jacob nodded.  
 
    "That is what I am going to do—starting with every business and person associated with him. I will get warrants for the business and shut as many of them as we can down. Arrest anyone connected to his empire. Freeze every account he's connected to. I'm going to wage war on his empire on every front, and I need your help for that." 
 
    General Crawford grinned at Brannon. "Alright, that could work. Don't worry about funding. I have you covered on that front. Also, if you need more men to help you run things here, I can have some more men transferred here temporarily." 
 
    "I'm fine with what I have for now. However, James would be working closely with me, and so I will need to let him in on some of the classified information." 
 
    "He already has clearance, doesn't he?" 
 
    Colt looked at the general. "I mean anything I know he knows. He's the one person I trust implicitly." 
 
    "Your call, Colt. You trust him, then fine." The general glanced at his watch. "Alright, I have to leave now. My granddaughter has her ballet recital tonight, and I don't plan to miss it." 
 
    Jacob grinned at the general. "So you are attending ballet recitals now?" 
 
    The general scoffed. "Fucking yes, I am. Her great uncle attended her school play, and all of a sudden, he becomes pops, and I become gramps. Don't worry, you'll understand the difference when you have grandchildren." 
 
    Jacob turned to Colt. "You hear that?" 
 
    Colt scoffed. "I didn't know you were alive for almost thirty years. Pardon me if I am not in a rush to give you great-grandchildren." 
 
    Jacob chuckled. "Fair enough." 
 
    "General, I'll need to be coordinating with several agencies to serve and execute the warrants. ATF, FBI, CIA… Also, I brought in a forensic accountant from New York to help us. She's…" 
 
    "Colt." The general stopped him. "You've got the funding. You've got the authorization you need. I don't care how you use it. Just take that bastard down." 
 
    "I will, sir," Colt promised. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "So, Grandpop's is alive." 
 
    Colt smiled when he saw the look of shock on Mike's face. He assumed that was precisely how he had felt when he saw the picture of his grandfather in that file. 
 
    "Yes, but he's gone back underground." 
 
    Mike slowly shook his head. "I can't believe this. All this time, he has had to be on the run because of this Pallop guy? I'm starting to realize that Pallop’s even worse than you said he was." 
 
    They were all sitting in Colt's living room. James was there, as well as Colt's entire covert team. They had ordered pizza for dinner and were scattered around the room, eating and drinking beer.  
 
    "Where is he now?" James asked. 
 
    "Gone underground again. He says it's still dangerous for him to be out and about." Colt's face tightened. "We need to take Pallop down." 
 
    James nodded. 
 
    "I have some updates." Chong dropped the box of pizza on the table and picked up his laptop. "Entered every single piece of data we have about Pallop and his operation into a program that corroborated it with all official reports and records. Managed to get a timeline down." 
 
    "Alright, let's hear it." 
 
    Chong leaned closer to his screen and began to read. "So, we know Pallop and Stradmore worked together when Stradmore was in the CIA. Initially, the project was part of a legitimate CIA operation where they helped the locals smuggle drugs and guns in exchange for control in the area. Standard CIA stuff. Then Pallop began to expand the operation and take some of the money for himself. He took control of the shipping routes and killed anyone who got in his way, still under the cover of the CIA.” 
 
    “Jesus,” James swore. “And no one in the CIA noticed early enough to realize they were creating a monster?” 
 
    Colt scoffed. “Yeah, like the CIA have any problem with monsters. All they care about is getting what they want.” 
 
    “With Stradmore as his handler,” Chong continued, “they managed to operate their business without fear. After the war, Pallop remained in Vietnam for a while, controlling the supply from that side, while Stradmore returned to the US to oversee things from this end. The CIA knew all this but turned a blind eye to Pallop's operation because he was making them a lot of money—the money they needed to fund their operations. In 1978, when Pallop's notoriety became too much for them to handle, the CIA officially closed the operation.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like they did a very good job of that considering this guy is still making millions a year from that operation,” Colt growled. 
 
    “No.” Chong shook his head. “Pallop still had all his contacts, he still knew the business, and he saw no reason to stop. Plus, he had the CIA by the balls. He knew too much about them for them to attack him and was smart enough that they couldn't just kill him for fear of what plans he would have already had. So, they left him alone." He scrolled down the screen and continued. "Stradmore and Pallop got new identities. Stradmore became Orlando Flake and bought a bank here in Canon City. He used the bank to launder the drug money and move it around. It is clear at this point that even though Stradmore was Pallop's handler in Vietnam, Pallop is the actual brain of the operation and the leader of this illegal empire." Chong looked up. "That's all for now. If we can get a warrant on Flake's bank, then we can know even more details about their operation." 
 
    Colt shook his head. "We can't go near Flake yet." He raised his head and addressed the room. "We know some of the businesses Pallop is using here in the county. We know this place is his base or at least one of his bases of operation. I have already applied for warrants, but before they get here, I want to know more about the operation." 
 
    Mike scoffed. "You know how long it's going to take you to get warrants for all these businesses?" 
 
    Colt smiled. "Don't worry. I'm not working on this on a local level anymore. This has gone beyond that." 
 
    Mike's eyes widened. "So, we’re talking federal?" 
 
    Colt nodded. "Yes, I'm talking federal." He turned towards the covert team. "Honeywell, Herman, Blackburn, Jamison… I need four of you to divide all the businesses we've identified and start carrying out surveillance on them. I need to know who goes in and with what. Identify the people working in the shop and those helping facilitate the movement of contraband. Storage locations, distribution centers… Anything that can help us understand how the entire operation works so that when it's time to take it down, there will be no problems." 
 
    All four men nodded. "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Good. And men, I don't think I need to tell you that you are to do all this without getting anyone suspicious. When we move on those businesses, I don't want to find that they've cleaned up shop. Understood?" 
 
    "Yes, sir."  
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    They were moving him again. Striker knew it was probably to make sure he didn't settle long enough in one place to form an escape plan or make it hard for a rescue team to find him. He felt no need to tell them that no one was coming to rescue him. His body was bruised all over. Two days of torture as they tried to get information about the clients he had worked for from him. Striker knew better than to give them what they wanted. He did that, and he was dead. If the CIA didn't kill him and dump his body in some godforsaken backwater southern town, the clients he betrayed would. The van rolled to a stop, and he strained his ear to hear what was going on around him. They had placed a hood over his head and secured his hands behind him with flex cuffs. He had no idea where he was or how many men were watching him. It didn't matter. He had overcome worse odds in the past. In the entire time that they had been driving him around, Striker had been rubbing his arms against a sharp edge in the side of the van, trying to weaken the cuffs. 
 
    The van door slid open, and he turned in that direction, still unable to see a thing. Two hands grabbed his leg and dragged him out of the van. Striker kept his body limp so that they had to half-carry him out of the van. As soon as he felt his body move free of the van, he slipped his arm under his ass cheeks and dropped his entire weight on the wrist. The cuffs, already weakened, broke free with a snap. The men that had been carrying him collapsed on top of him. Striker threw out an elbow, not caring at all where it landed. He was glad when he felt the sound of someone's nose breaking. He pulled the hood off his head and quickly looked around him. One of the agents was howling on the floor, his hand held to his bloody nose. The other agent was reaching for his gun. Striker dove at him, tackling him and sending them both crashing to the ground. He grabbed the agent's head and slammed it on the ground knocking him out. Picking up his gun, he whirled around and aimed it at the other guard, who was now reaching for his gun. 
 
    "You touch that gun, and I'll put a bullet in your head." 
 
    The agent raised his hand and froze. Striker nodded in appreciation. "Smart move. Keys to the van?" 
 
    "In the van," the agent replied.  
 
    Striker looked around. They were standing in front of an abandoned warehouse at the end of a long and winding road that Striker assumed led to the entrance gate. 
 
    "So, they sent just the two of you to guard me?" He scoffed. "That's insulting." 
 
    "I swear if you don't…"  
 
    Striker raised his gun, and the agent snapped his mouth shut. "Get on the floor with your face down and your hands behind your head." 
 
    The agent complied grudgingly. Striker secured his hand behind his back with a flex cuff. He used his legs to push him over, so he was looking up. 
 
    "Where is this place?" 
 
    The agent didn't reply at first. Striker sighed, then slammed his feet into his rib cage in a flash. The agent screamed and curled into a ball. 
 
    "Where is this place?" Striker asked again. 
 
    "New Mexico…" 
 
    "I see. So, you guys planned to keep moving me around until what?" 
 
    "Not my concern. I was only…" 
 
    The sound of gunshots sent Striker to the floor, and he looked around to see an agent running out of the warehouse. He quickly took cover behind the van and shot back in response. 
 
    "Bastard," Striker spat at the agent on the ground. "I thought you said there was no one else…" 
 
    A flurry of shots sent stones flying in the air. Striker knew he had to move. He jumped into the van's front seat, started it, and gunned it towards the shooter. The shooter stood his ground and kept on shooting. The bullet shattered the windshield and forced Striker to duck. He kept his foot on the gas until the agent had to jump out of the way. Turning the van in a wide circle, he sped down the road towards the gate. Another agent stood at the entrance, shooting at him. Striker didn't slow down. The agent jumped out of the way, and Striker crashed through the chains that held the gates together and continued his way. 
 
    As he drove off, there was just one thing on his mind. Pallop owed him an explanation for sending him into a trap. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You sure it's just the three of them?" Colt asked Chong, staring at still images taken from a surveillance camera. 
 
    Chong nodded. "Gone through every log and second of data. These three are the only ones who entered the evidence room without official reasons, and they did so multiple times." 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and James walked in. 
 
    "What's up?" 
 
    Chong and Colt sat up. 
 
    "Chong just helped me smoke out the rest of Pallop's moles in the department." 
 
    James turned to Chong. "How did you do that?" 
 
    "Colt was wondering how Pallop knew to send Smalls to his house to look for the paperwork on the Ozark accounts. I figured the only way he could have known that is if he had his moles search this place. So, I reviewed the camera in the evidence room and also the logs of everyone who tried to access the files to this case." 
 
    James took the seat next to Chong. "And?" 
 
    "It's Allen, Slaters, and Collins," Colt replied. 
 
    James's jaw went slack. "Captain Allen?" 
 
    Colt sighed. "Yeah, his name is the one that threw me off on the list. But he was in the evidence room multiple times going through case files when he did not have any business to, and he tried to log into the files several times." 
 
    James tightened his jaw. "So, what do you want to do with them now?" 
 
    Colt thought about that for a few moments. "We bring them in, get them to confess, and then find out everything we can about Pallop from them." 
 
    "Okay…" James got to his feet. "I'll bring them to the conference room immediately." 
 
    A few minutes later, Chong and Colt walked into the conference room to find James standing in front of Allen, Slaters, and Collins. 
 
    "Hey, Sheriff." Corporal Collins gave Colt a nervous smile. "James said you wanted to see us." 
 
    Colt nodded at Chong, who closed the door to the conference room before joining Colt and James. 
 
    Colt faced the three traitors. "I'm going to start by saying that if you tell me the truth, we can all work something out. Lie to me, and I am not going to lift a finger to save you from the consequences of your actions." 
 
    Collins chuckled uneasily. "What are you talking about, Sheriff?" 
 
    "Are the three of you helping Pallop to spy on me?" 
 
    The three of them all showed the same mixture of guilt, fear, and feigned ignorance. 
 
    "Who is Pallop?" Slaters asked, looking at his friends for support. "Why would you even…" 
 
    Colt nodded at Chong. Chong passed the papers in his hand to the three of them. 
 
    "Those are pictures of you going through the files in the evidence cabinet." Colt indicated the pictures in their hands. "We have it on tape, and even though it's not much now, it's enough to get a warrant and find out just how much money has been entering your accounts and from where." 
 
    "Sir," Collins leaned forward. "I don't know about these two, but I swear on my mama, I don't know…" 
 
    Captain Allen glowered at him. "Shut up, Collins." He turned to Colt. "You are right. We have been working for Pallop." 
 
    Colt glanced at James and saw a tic forming in his partner's neck. He knew James felt betrayed by Captain Allen, a man he had personally tried to mentor after his demotion from acting undersheriff. 
 
    Colt turned back to Allen. "How did you start working for him?" 
 
    "Brody." Allen slumped in his chair and held his face in his hands. His two cohorts looked just as miserable. "Brody was the one who used to handle everything. He brought us in and told us what to do. Usually, it was to send us to patrol some areas and turn the other way when a truck drove through. Or protect some businesses. Odd things here and there. Look, I know it was bad. But the money was good, and I guess it was easy to convince myself that I was not doing anything terrible." 
 
    "We are very sorry, Sheriff," Collins added, shaking his head. "I didn't want no part in this. But Brody, he threatened to arrest my girlfriend on some trumped-up coke charges. Like, sure, Missy uses. Everyone knows that. But she's too smart to get caught. I just…" He dropped his head in his hands and began to rock back and forth. "I just didn't have a choice." 
 
    James got to his feet and walked over to Allen. "I trusted you. I mentored you because I thought you were just a victim under Brody. Brody's been dead for how long now? Why are you still doing his dirty work?" 
 
    Allen stared at the ground in shame. James shook his head and walked away. 
 
    "Alright." Colt stepped forward. "I don't know how much you know of the man you work for, but I can tell you that your lives are in danger now. The way I see it, you have two choices. You work with me to take him down, and I will protect you as best as I can. You choose to keep quiet, and you can take your chances in jail or out there when you make bail." 
 
    The three men looked at each other, and it didn't take long for them to reach a consensus.  
 
    "We'll help you." 
 
    "Smart decision. First thing first. Is there anyone else in this office still working for Pallop?" 
 
    They looked at each other before shaking their heads.  
 
    Colt nodded. "Here's what is going to happen. All three of you are to carry on as if nothing has happened. I'm removing you from all active investigations and revoking your access to the database. You come to work, sit at your desk, and keep your head down. If Pallop ever contacts you, you come straight to me." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Also, I need you to write down the details about the people and businesses Brody had you protect. Everything you can remember. I expect a report on that before the end of the day. Is that clear?" 
 
    They all nodded.  
 
    "Good. Now, get out of here." Colt watched them file out of the conference room. "It's not your fault, you know." He turned to James. "How could you have known he was dirty?" 
 
    "See, that's the thing. I knew he was dirty. I just thought he was following orders from his bad boss." 
 
    "Maybe. He still seems like a good guy. A little stupid, I'll admit." 
 
    James shook his head. "It's my job to know things like that. How can I help you if I can't even show some good judgment?" 
 
    Colt glared at him. "You made one mistake. Stop beating yourself up over it. Don't forget; I made the same mistake too. Look, there is no way I would have gotten this far without you. So forget about that nonsense. There is still a mad man on the loose out there, and I need your help." Colt watched James and saw there were still some doubts in his mind. "And if you think you are not up to the task, then go and join Janice. Maybe a few days with her would clear your head." 
 
    James raised his head, anger replacing doubt. "Fuck you." 
 
    Colt chuckled. "There he is. Come on, let's grab a bite to eat. I am starving." 
 
   



 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Striker picked up the new disposable phone he had just bought and dialed a number by heart. It rang for a few seconds before the other person on the line picked up. 
 
    "Who the hell is this?" 
 
    "You sent me into a trap." 
 
    Pallop frowned. "Striker?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Where the hell have you been? I have been trying to get hold of you. It's time to move on the sheriff." 
 
    Striker growled. "That would be very convenient for you, wouldn't it? Why didn't you tell me I was going after a Marine squad?" 
 
    "Marine squad?" Pallop frowned. "No. It is just one man. Colt Brannon. I sent you…" 
 
    "I just spent the last couple of days in black sites being interrogated about my business dealings by agents of the DOD. I don't know how much you know about the way these men interrogate, but it was not a picnic." 
 
    "Wait, how did you get out?" 
 
    Striker could hear the suspicion in Pallop's voice. "Are you doubting me?"  
 
    "Of course not. Just being careful." Pallop paused. "So, you think you can still take care of Brannon for me?" 
 
    "Did you hear what I just said? The DOD is on my ass. I need to get out of the country, and you are going to help me." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Yes, because all of this is your fault. They took my laptop and phone when they picked me up. All my contacts are on that laptop. I have some money overseas, but I can't access it yet." Striker walked to the window of the motel room he had booked and peeked through the curtain. "I need money and a new passport." 
 
    "Look, I already paid you for services rendered. I don't owe you anything." 
 
    "You sure about that? Because if they catch me again, you can be sure I'll sing like a fucking canary this time, and your name is going to be the fucking refrain." 
 
    "Alright… Alright… Where are you? I'll see if I can get someone to you with what you want." 
 
    "Denver," Striker replied. "I know you have contacts here, so it shouldn't take long. I want to be out of this country before nightfall." 
 
    "I can do that. I will send a man with passports and cash. But Striker," Pallop’s voice dropped. "This is not a favor. I intend to collect once I end this ugly business with that damn sheriff." 
 
    "You think you can take him on?" Striker chuckled. "From what I've seen that man is smarter than you think." 
 
    "His grandfather thought the same thing too, and I took care of him, didn't I? Where are you exactly? My man needs an address." 
 
    "Tell him to come to the Sunrise motel along Route Sixty-Six. Room one-zero-seven." 
 
    "Alright. He'll be there in about three hours." 
 
    "Thanks." Striker felt his pulse slow down as the pathway to escape got a little less murky. "Pallop, be careful with Brannon. He's not like anyone you've dealt with before." 
 
    Pallop scoffed. "Of course, they are all the same. Two bullets in the head is the best equalizer. Call me when my man gets there." 
 
    The line went dead in Striker's hand. Striker stared at the phone before tossing it on the bed. He looked around the room, wondering what he was going to do for the next three hours. He was hungry, so he decided to step out. Pulling his hood lower over his head, he stepped out of his motel room and locked the door behind him. First, he went to a diner to eat a hearty meal of pancakes, eggs, and bacon. Next, he went shopping for new threads. An hour later, he made his way back to his motel. He was walking towards his door when he realized he had made a big mistake. The entrance to his room was ajar, and he knew there was only one person who knew where he was. He drew his gun and crept towards the door. He crawled under the window and peeked through it. A man walked out of his bathroom with his gun drawn. He looked around the room, clearly looking for Striker.  
 
    Striker watched him bring out his phone and make a call.  
 
    "He is not here," the stranger said when the call was picked up. "Yes, room one-zero-seven. I checked." He listened for a few seconds, bobbing his head. "Alright. I'll wait and eliminate him if he comes back. He doesn't come back in the next two hours. I'm out of here, and you are still paying me for this job." 
 
    Striker walked into the room and shot him two times in the chest before he could even raise his head. He walked up to his body and picked up the phone.  
 
    "You just made a huge mistake, Pallop." He stared at the sightless eyes of his would-be killer. "Sleep with one eye open because I'm coming for you." 
 
    "Striker…" 
 
    Striker ended the call before Pallop could beg. He crouched beside the body and searched it. There was a wallet with a few hundred bucks. Nothing close to what he needed to escape. There was also no passport. Grabbing the money in the wallet, he walked outside the motel room and closed the door behind him. Then he walked away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Colt opened his fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. Then he reached for the bottle of aspirin on the refrigerator. He took two tablets and washed them down with a mouthful of beer. He returned the bottle of aspirin to the top of the fridge and stepped out of the kitchen. He was heading for the steps when he heard a knock on his door. He wondered who could be stopping by so late in the day. He dropped the beer bottle on the dining table and reached for his gun. Walking to the door, he looked through the peephole and was surprised to see his grandfather standing on his porch. 
 
    "Open the freaking door before someone puts a bullet in my head." 
 
    Colt quickly opened the door. "Pops, what are you doing here?" 
 
    Jacob quickly stepped into the house, glancing outside before Colt closed the door. "Who the hell installed the security system around the house?" 
 
    Colt keyed the code into the alarm and watched the light turn green. "You tried to break in again, didn't you?" 
 
    Jacob grinned. "Force of habit." He walked into the living room and sat on the couch. "Besides, last time I checked; this was still my house." 
 
    "I'll get you a key so you can just let yourself in next time. Beer?" 
 
    Jacob nodded. Colt went to the kitchen to get his grandfather a beer. When he returned, he found Jacob staring at the room. 
 
    "You should redecorate." 
 
    Colt snorted. "Yeah, like I have time for that." 
 
    Jacob took a swig of his beer and sat down. Colt sat opposite him. 
 
    "So, what have you been up to all these years?" 
 
    Colt glanced at his grandfather. "I think you have a pretty good idea of that." 
 
    "Not really. I followed at first, but then it became too hard to know you were out there doing all these things and I could not be with you. So, I told the general to keep an eye on you for me.” He took a sip of his beer. “Hell, I just recently learned you got shot on duty in New York.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Colt gave him a half-smile. “That was crazy…” 
 
    Jacob nodded. "You have no idea how scared I was, knowing you were that close to..." 
 
    "I'm fine now," Colt said, leaning forward and looking into his grandfather's eyes. “Look at me. Still alive, sitting next to you, drinking beer.” 
 
    "I know." 
 
    They drank their beer in silence for a few moments.  
 
    "I fought with the general when he wanted to bring you on this mission." 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "You have no idea how much Pallop has taken from this family." 
 
    Colt smiled sadly. "Yeah, I know we can't get back the years we lost again. But that's all the more reason why we should take him down." 
 
    "No, that's not it." Jacob stared at the bottle in his hand. When he raised his head, there were tears in his eyes. "When I first went after Pallop, he warned me to leave his business alone, or he was going to teach me a lesson. I ignored his warning. I was already close to getting him, and I knew it. So, I kept on pursuing him, arresting the people working for him, and shutting down any business helping him. He tried to warn me again, but I didn't listen. So, he had your parents killed." 
 
    Colt's vision went blurry as his grandfather's words registered in his ears. The bottle in his hand would have dropped to the floor if Jacob had not grabbed it as it slipped from his hand. For a long time, Colt couldn't see or hear anything. 
 
    "He killed Mom and Dad," he finally said in a tortured voice. 
 
    Jacob sniffed. "He called me the next day and told me where to find the car that had crashed into them. It was his way of telling me to stop pursuing him. I was so furious I decided to prove him wrong. I continued pursuing him, even harder this time. The chase became personal for me. The night Masters nearly killed me was when I realized just how dangerous he was. I knew then that I was a danger to you, and I had to go underground." 
 
    "He's going to regret the day he decided to mess with the Brannons," Colt declared resolutely. "I am going to destroy him, even if it is the last thing I ever do." 
 
    "Yes, we will, and it won't be the last thing you do," Jacob promised. "I'm tired of running." 
 
    "We caught some of his spies in my office today. We are already gathering data on his businesses around the country. Especially here in Canon City. Once I get enough to get the warrants, I'm shutting it all down." 
 
    "There is a cargo ship from Malaysia, Spirex. It docks in Louisiana every three months. It's Pallop's main smuggling vessel." 
 
    Colt was about to reply when his phone rang. He picked it up and did not recognize the number on his screen. He answered the call and placed the phone on loudspeaker. 
 
    "Who is this?" 
 
    As he spoke, he quickly sent a text message to Chong telling him to trace the call. 
 
    "Sheriff…" 
 
    The voice sounded familiar, but Colt couldn't place it. "I'm not in the mood for games, so tell me who you are, or I'm ending the call." 
 
    Chong sent a text to him, telling him he had started the trace. 
 
    "Sheriff, it's Striker." 
 
    "Striker… Dawson Striker. You are…" 
 
    "That's right. I escaped from the clutches of your DOD friends." 
 
    Colt nodded when Jacob raised a questioning brow.  
 
    "Let me guess, and you want to come back and finish the job you started." 
 
    "No. I'm calling to tell you I'm switching sides. Pallop tried to burn me, and I'm going to have my revenge." 
 
    "Get in line, buddy," Colt growled. "And if you think I'm going to offer you a deal or work with you…" 
 
    "I don't want your deal, and you don't have to work with me if you don't want to. I'm taking Pallop down, and after that, I am going to disappear. You can help me or choose not to. It doesn't change the outcome, just the timeline." 
 
    Colt glanced at Jacob and saw him shaking his head. "What do you want?" he asked, turning away from his grandfather. 
 
    "Remember when you asked me what I knew about Pallop's operation, and I said nothing. That's not entirely true." 
 
    "Alright, what do you know?" 
 
    "Don't worry. You'll find out tomorrow. I've got to go now before the trace you are running on this call will pinpoint my location. Good night, Sheriff." 
 
    "Striker…" 
 
    The call went silent. A few seconds later, Chong called. 
 
    "Did you get his location?" 
 
    "No. The call was encrypted. He is in Colorado, though. That's how close I was able to get." 
 
    "Yeah, he knew we would try to trace the call." 
 
    "What did he want?" Chong asked.  
 
    "I still don't know," Colt replied. 
 
    He ended the call and found his grandfather watching him. 
 
    "Are you sure you trust this guy?" 
 
    Colt pushed his phone back in his pocket and collected his beer from Jacob. 
 
    "No, I don't. That doesn't mean I won't use him if I can." 
 
    "Just be very careful." 
 
    "I will be." Colt took a swig of his beer and leaned back. "I always am." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, he walked down the driveway to his truck. His grandfather had stayed with him throughout the night and left early in the morning. Colt had tried to ask him where he was staying, but he had avoided the question, telling Colt he was not staying in one place. The general had also called him the night before, not long after Striker's call, to tell him about the escape. Colt informed the general Striker had contacted him and promised to loop the general next time he got a call from the assassin. He was about to open his car door when he saw a flash drive sitting on his wiper. He looked around and then picked it up. He knew immediately that this was what Striker had been talking about. He immediately called Chong and asked him to come to the office, along with the surveillance reports from the other members of his squad. 
 
    A few hours later, Colt and James watched Chong insert the flash drive into his laptop. 
 
    "It could be a virus, you know," James commented. "Like ones that clone your computer so that someone can control it remotely." 
 
    "Why would he give me a virus?" 
 
    James shrugged. "What part of this whole mess has ever made sense?" 
 
    Chong smiled at both. "Don't worry, and nothing can happen even if it's a virus. This laptop is new, and it is air-gapped. The worst thing that can happen is that we throw it away." 
 
    The system finished scanning the flash drive and opened it. 
 
    Colt leaned forward. "What is there?" 
 
    "Pictures." Chong opened them. "Looks like a barn. Wait, there is a video." 
 
    "Play it," James said. 
 
    The video started playing. It showed two pickup trucks driving to a building then four people getting out, taking three crates out of each truck, and taking them into the barn. The video switched to thermal imaging and showed the four people stacking the containers. It showed them walking back out, getting into the trucks, and leaving. 
 
    "Timestamp says this was taken two days ago." 
 
    Colt got to his feet and began to pace. "Is there anything else? Anything to tell us where this is." 
 
    Chong scrolled down the list of pictures and found a word file. "There is a note here." 
 
    Colt rushed back to the table. "What does it say?" 
 
    Chong skimmed the note before summarizing it. "It says Pallop has been moving most of his produce to a new secret location. His plan is that if you take down his old network, he would have enough to rebuild." 
 
    "Bastard is smarter than we give him credit for."  
 
    "There are also coordinates for the barn here." Chong entered the coordinates into a tab. "It's a barn out in the middle of nowhere, a few miles outside of Canon City." 
 
    Colt turned to James. "What do you think?" 
 
    "It may be a trap." 
 
    Colt agreed with him. "But if it turns out to be true, can you imagine how much this would hurt Pallop?" 
 
    James nodded. "You are right. So what do you want to do?" 
 
    Colt glanced at his watch. "I have that budget meeting with the commissioners in a few minutes. James, I want you to assemble a team. Smith, Sanchez and Roslyn … These are the only people we can trust. Prepare them to move in on the barn tonight. I'll call Mike and tell him to get us a warrant. Chong, call Jamison and Herman and tell them to carry out a recon mission on that barn. I need to know what kind of security there is before we attack." 
 
    James and Chong nodded.  
 
    "James, don't forget. No one gets specific information until we are ready to move." 
 
    "Sure thing, Colt." 
 
    "Wait." Chong scrolled down. "There is one more picture. It's…"  
 
    Colt looked at the screen and knew who it was immediately. "That's Pallop." 
 
    Chong was surprised. "He looks nothing like the pictures of him we have on file." 
 
    "No." Colt shook his head as he stared at the face in the picture. His hair was clipped short and already thinning. He had a full beard that was already turning gray in part and his face looked pinched like he was irritated at something. It was clear he had gotten some work done on his face. From his broken nose it was obvious he was not concerned about looking good. "He's changed everything. Jawline, cheeks, chin, nose… raised those eyebrows. One thing he can't change, though, is the look in his eyes. That bloodthirsty look of pure evil." 
 
    "Do you want me to upload this to the database?" 
 
    Colt shook his head. "No. It might get flagged immediately, and someone would warn him. Keep it to yourself for now. After this raid, we'll decide what to do with it." He stuck a hand in his pocket. "This is going to be our first strike. I want it to go flawlessly." He stared at the picture on the screen. "It's time for him to feel the heat." 
 
    * * * 
 
    After almost an hour of negotiating, Colt and the commissioners finally agreed on the budget he would receive for the next year. Colt was packing his files, assuming the meeting was over, when Commissioner Sampson began to speak. 
 
    "Sheriff, when we first hired you, we knew exactly what we wanted and believed you were the best person for the job."  
 
    Colt dropped his files and faced the commissioners.  
 
    "Now, I know you are doing your best to clean up the mess in our community, but the citizens are scared. They've witnessed several murders in the past weeks, including the killing of their former sheriff. As elected officials, we are accountable to the people. So when they tell us they are scared, it is our job to find a solution to that problem." 
 
    "Or in this case," Commissioner Dade Williams continued, "tell you to find a solution to that problem." 
 
    Colt nodded. "Alright, I understand what you're saying. However, I don't see what I can do differently. You must understand that I did not create a hostile environment. I merely peeled back the façade that has been hiding it for years." 
 
    "Then perhaps you should think of a way to put that façade back?" Williams smiled sanctimoniously at Colt. "Our job is to make the townspeople happy. If they need to be lied to in order to be happy, then lie to them." 
 
    Colt chuckled dryly. "So, you want me to lie to the people and tell them everything is okay. Why is that commissioner? Is there something you get from keeping the façade?" 
 
    Williams glared at Colt. "Watch how you speak to me, Sheriff. I won't stand to…" 
 
    "Stand?" Colt snapped. "You don't stand for anything. For decades now, your town has been headquarters to a criminal empire. Drugs and guns being brought here and then shipped across the country and even overseas to commit only God knows what crimes. People have died, blood shed to keep this empire alive, and you tell me people are worried? Of course, they should be worried, but they’re worried about the wrong thing." 
 
    "Sheriff," Commissioner Sampson warned Colt. 
 
    Colt was tired of it all. "Someone tried to kill my undersheriff's wife. One of my men was shot, and I had to kill the former sheriff of this town. So, forgive me if I'm not concerned that people are worried. As far as I am concerned, it's been long overdue." 
 
    "Sheriff, we are not telling you how to do your job, neither are we saying you should cover up any crimes. All we are asking is that you should reassure the people of this community that you are in control of the situation." 
 
    "They'll know I'm in control after I arrest every single person that has had a hand in turning this community into a cesspool of crime." His eyes met each of the commissioners. "And I don't care who that person is or how important he is." There was a hushed silence around the room. Colt grabbed his files and gave the room a small nod. "Good day, gentlemen…" 
 
    Then he walked out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    That night Colt led his squad to the location of the barn. From Jamison and Herman's recon, they knew that there were about a dozen guards in and around the barn, all of them armed to the teeth. Colt had instructed James to be on standby with the team from the sheriff's office. Once he and his team cleared the compound of all hostiles, James and the officers could come in. Taking point, Colt led Herman, Chong, and Jamison into the farm. Blackburn was in a tree a few miles away, providing sniper cover.  
 
    Herman slipped in behind the guard at the gate and wrapped his arm around his neck before he could move. The man beside him tried to reach for his gun, then felt someone standing behind and turned around to see Jamison's fist heading for his face. They lowered them to the ground and quickly cuffed them before advancing. As they moved closer to the barn, they could see four guards gathered around a fire, drinking, and chatting amongst themselves. 
 
    "This is Sheriff Brannon." Colt raised his badge. "Drop your…" 
 
    They didn't wait for him to finish before they swung their guns towards him. All four of them were dropped in an instant. Immediately people began to shoot at them from inside the barn. 
 
    Colt sighed as he took cover behind some wooden crates. "I guess lethal force it is then." 
 
    He raised his head and saw about five guards run towards them, taking cover behind crates and shooting. "Alright, Herman, Honeywell provide suppressive fire. Jamison and Chong flank them. Blackburn, you are welcome to pick them out if you can." 
 
    They quickly moved to obey him, and even though it had been years since they'd done this together, it came back very quickly to them. Colt and Herman provided cover fire, and when Jamison and Chong were in position, they took out the guards from the side. Caught between a crossfire, the guards turned their guns from Colt and Herman to fire on Chong and Jamison. Colt and Herman stepped out from behind the crate and joined Chong and Jamison in picking off the guards.  
 
    "Let's go." Colt stepped over a body. He ran low, making sure to keep his head down in case anyone started shooting from the barn. He heard someone yell out from his side and turned around to see a guard aiming at him. He swung around with his gun, but he knew he was too late. An instant before he expected to feel a bullet, he heard a pop and looked up to see the guard on the floor and a hole in his head. 
 
    "Thanks, Blackburn." He urged his men forward. "Come on." They got to the door of the barn and stood outside it. "Blackburn, how many inside?" 
 
    "Just two," Blackburn replied, looking through his thermal scope.  
 
    "Can you get them?" 
 
    "Sure…" 
 
    Before Blackburn could take the shot, the barn door swung open, and the two guards threw their guns on the floor and fell to their knees. 
 
    "Please don't kill us." 
 
    Colt nodded at Herman, who went forward and cuffed both men.  
 
    "Blackburn, remain on overwatch for any sign of trouble." 
 
    "Copy that, sir." 
 
    "Chong, call James and tell him he can come in with his people now. Tell him to also come with an ambulance or two. We have wounded scumbags here." Colt walked into the barn and found rows upon rows of wooden crates. A forklift was parked in the middle of the barn. "We are going to be here all night." 
 
    He moved closer to the nearest crate. They were long and narrow, each about two-and- a-half feet wide and six feet long. They also had locks on them. Colt looked around and saw a bolt cutter a few feet away.  
 
    "Hand me that bolt cutter." 
 
    Herman picked up the bolt cutter and gave it to Colt. Colt raised it to the lock and cut it open. He was about to lift the lid when he noticed a wire taped under the cover. 
 
    "Herman, get down here. What is that?" he asked when Herman came closer. 
 
    Herman raised the wire but didn't pull too hard on it. He traced it down and found where it was attached to a hand grenade.  
 
    "You open this case, and we'll be picking pieces of you off the floor." 
 
    Colt rolled his eyes. "Can you get it out without blowing yourself to pieces?" 
 
    Herman nodded. Reaching carefully into the crate, he disconnected the wire from the grenade. Colt opened the crate, his eyes going bright when he saw that it was filled with AK-47s. 
 
    "Jackpot," he whispered.  
 
    "Alright, I need all these crates disarmed and opened. Let's be careful, people. I am about to have a perfect day. I wouldn't want any of you to spoil it for me by getting yourself blown up.” 
 
     It took them almost two hours to get the crates open, and when they were done, they discovered most of the cases were filled with guns and cocaine. They spent the whole night processing the crates for evidence and loading them into trucks that would carry them away. Colt had also called the FBI and ATF to notify them of the discovery.  
 
    He did not leave the scene until 9 a.m. He knew he could not go home yet, so he decided to sleep in his office for a bit. He had already dismissed his squad. They would be debriefed later. For now, he just wanted to sleep. He was walking into his office when his phone rang. Colt didn't recognize the number, and he almost ignored the call. Then he remembered that his attention may be needed at the scene and answered his phone.  
 
    "You bastard!!!" A screech came over the phone. "How did you find that barn? Who told you…?" 
 
    Colt snapped awake. "Pallop…" 
 
    "I swear you are going to pay for what you just did," Pallop continued ranting. "I'm going to take everything and everyone you care about. Just like I did to your grandfather. Did he tell you? Did the general tell you that I was the one who had your parents killed?" 
 
    It still hurt to hear, but not as much as the first time, and Colt was glad he had heard it from his grandfather instead of this creep. 
 
    "Bring it on, Pallop. I'm ready for you, and if you think your empty threats can scare me, think again." 
 
    "Is that so?" Something about the change in Pallop's tone made Colt suspicious. "What if I told you that right now, my men have surrounded Michelle Burke's house? That's right? You think I don't know that is where you sent Janice Dole and Meyers’s family too?" 
 
    "Bastard…" Colt ran out of his office and began to look for James.  
 
    "I know about the team, the alarms on the fence, and the traps. I know everything, and when I am done with those women and children, you'll regret ever crossing my path." 
 
    "If you touch a hair on their head, I swear…" 
 
    "Save your breath, Sheriff. I already gave the order for them to be killed. They are as good as dead already, and I don't want you ever to forget that it was because of you." 
 
    Colt ended the call and quickly scrolled down his phonebook, looking for Justin's number. His hand shook, and he cursed when he scrolled past the name. He scrolled back up and dialed the number. The phone rang, but Justin did not pick up. Colt called again. He was calling for the third time when James walked in. 
 
    "What is it?" James asked immediately when he saw him. 
 
    "Pallop…" Colt's voice shook as he tried Justin's number again. "He just called… said he sent men to kill Janice and…" 
 
    James grabbed his phone and called Janice's number. As he was calling, Justin picked up Colt's call. 
 
    "What's going on?" Colt asked, his legs unsteady. 
 
    "Don't worry. We got them… How did you know we were being attacked?" 
 
    "I got a call from the man who ordered the hit." Colt's legs felt like they were going to buckle, so he found the nearest chair and sat down. "How many men did he send?" 
 
    "Seven. We noticed them casing the house a long time ago. I had requested another team to set up a few miles away. The moment they made their move, we flanked them and took everyone without any incident. Well, almost any incident. Unfortunately, one of them broke his arm when resisting arrest." 
 
    Colt sighed, his heartbeat slowly returning to normal. "I'll call the general and have them picked up." 
 
    "That would be great. The women and children have no idea what just happened, and I'd like to keep it that way." 
 
    Colt nodded. "I understand. Justin, thank you." 
 
    "Just doing my job, sir." 
 
    Colt ended the call and looked at James, who was smiling at something Janice was saying. He ended the call when he saw Colt had stopped talking to Justin. 
 
    "She did not even know they were attacked." 
 
    The look of relief on James's face was a stark reminder of how terrible things could have been. 
 
    "We are lucky this time because we were somehow prepared for him. What if I had not thought to get security for Michelle and the rest? Or If Justin had not thought to request extra help? The margins for error are too close for me." 
 
    "Stop overthinking it. He tried to get us, and he failed. Now, we have more reason to take him down." 
 
    "You are right. I swear, when we catch him, dead or alive, I am going to break that nose again." 
 
    James chuckled. "I guess I need to look for something else in his body to break." He got up. "Come on. You have been on your feet for almost twenty-four hours. Time to go to sleep." 
 
    "I will," Colt replied. "First, I need to call the general and have him pick up Pallop's henchmen. After that, it is off to bed. I need to close these eyes for a few hours." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Pallop stared at his phone, wondering why he had still had not heard from the team moving in on Michelle Burke's house. It had been hours since they checked in, and from the last update, they should be done with the mission already. A part of him knew that yet again Colt had bested him, but he refused to accept that. The phone suddenly began to ring. Pallop grabbed it and answered the call.  
 
    He began to pace around the room. "Do you have them?"  
 
    For almost a minute, Pallop didn't get a reply, just the sound of heavy breathing. Then a strange voice replied. 
 
    "No, they failed, and the next ones will be shot on sight." 
 
    Pallop threw the phone on the floor and began to stomp on it. When he was sure it had been crushed and now untraceable, he stopped stomping and stared at the shattered pieces. He had lost… again. He grabbed the gun on the desk and emptied the magazine in the wall opposite him, yelling as he did. He suddenly heard someone scream in the next room and walked out to see one of his men in a pool of his blood on the floor. 
 
    "What happened to him?" he asked the other men in the room. They stared at the hole in the wall from the bullets he had shot, then looked at him with their mouth clamped shut. Pallop scowled at the body. "Get him out of here and clean up this mess. Also, why the hell are you all just sitting on your lazy asses? Don't you know we are at war?" 
 
    They all jumped to their feet and began to scurry around, more to please him than because they had any real idea about what they should be doing. Pallop walked back to his office and tossed the gun on the desk. He began to pace around, trying to figure out what to do next. At the beginning of this whole saga, he had thought he was in full control. Layers upon layers of security and backup plans. Now, it felt like he was playing catchup in a game he started. He wanted so much to punish Colt Brannon, make him hurt until he went on his knees, begging for his life. If he couldn't get that, he would settle for him dead. Except he was now on the back foot. Pallop was not dumb, and he was not suicidal. Decades in this business had taught him that time was the least factor to be considered when it came to having revenge. He who lives to fight another day is better than someone who died fighting a battle he was already losing. It was time to run, but Pallop was not going to give up everything he had spent his entire lifetime building. He walked to the desk and picked up a new phone. 
 
    He turned it on and dialed a number by heart. The call went unanswered the first time, and the lines on Pallop's brow got deeper. He redialed the number, and this time it was answered. 
 
    "Who the fuck is this?" the person on the other end started with. 
 
    "Someone that wants to make your gang the biggest gang in the entire west." 
 
    Joshua Pane, aka Chalk, stared at his phone. "You better explain yourself, or I'll find you and when I am done with you…" 
 
    "Shut up," Pallop retorted dryly. "I'll give you a tip that could save your life next time. Make sure you know who you are talking to before you start making a threat." 
 
    "Who is this?" The bravado in Chalk's voice dropped a beat. 
 
    "This is Pallop." 
 
    "Pallop…" The bravado was entirely gone. "Are you for real? I mean… You know what I said before was just a joke. I would never…" 
 
    "Shut up and listen." Pallop was getting angrier by the second. "I am pulling out of Canon City and looking for someone to sell my entire business interests to." 
 
    "By business interests, you mean?" 
 
    "Everything. The guns, drugs, contacts, and everything. I'm tired of dealing with the lowlifes in your city." 
 
    Chalk stammered for a few seconds before finding his voice. "I don't know… Sounds amazing, but I don't think the Jackal MCs can afford that kind of business. Also, there are rumors around town that the cops are sniffing around your business." 
 
    "The cops are always sniffing around my business. It's what happens when you make a living selling drugs and guns. Don't tell me you are scared of them…" 
 
    "Of course, not…" 
 
    "Good. Also, I am willing to give you a huge discount. I'm not selling because I need the money. I just realize that operating in Canon City is more headache than I am willing to take on right now." 
 
    "How much do you want for all of it then?" 
 
    "One hundred million dollars, and before you say you can't get it, I know you can. Talk to the other chapters of your gang. I'm sure they'll see the business sense in making such an investment." 
 
    Chalk thought about it. He was still a little skeptical because he knew Pallop's reputation and trusting him outright was a stupid move. Still, if this deal was legit, it would make him the biggest drug kingpin among motorcycle clubs in the whole country.  
 
    "Alright. I'll take the offer to my people and get back to you." 
 
    "You have twenty-four hours. I'll call you." 
 
    Pallop ended the call and tossed the phone away. He walked to the desk and grabbed the bottle of whisky on it. Then he realized how much he had lost and was about to lose still. Screaming in a fury, he smashed the bottle on the floor. The sound of people hurrying away from him could be heard outside his room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Colt walked into the conference room, James following close behind and closing the door after him. It was a closed-door meeting, and Colt had carefully chosen who was sitting in. Lieutenant Smith, Deputy Sandoval, Deputy Sanchez, and Deputy Roslyn sat in the front row. Chong stood next to the front. The rest of the squad sat at the back of the room. There were also two FBI agents in the room, as well as two agents from the ATF. Colt walked up to the podium and dropped the documents in his hand. 
 
    "We have warrants for all the businesses and locations we believe have a connection to Pallop," he started. "We are moving on them tonight." 
 
    "We?" Lieutenant Smith asked. 
 
    "This is going to be one of the biggest sting operations in the history of law enforcement. It's taking place not just here in Canon City but also in Denver, Louisiana, and New Mexico. We will need all the help we can get, but the sting's actual details don't leave this room until we are ready to move. Now, this is a federal case, and that is why we have both the FBI and ATF joining us." Colt nodded at the agents in the room. "However, they need our help, and we are going to give them our best." 
 
    "Exactly what are we expecting?" Deputy Sandoval asked. 
 
    James stepped up. "Our initial surveillance shows that most of the places have minimal security. Pallop depended on his reputation to protect his interests as well as the help he received from the sheriff's office under the authority of the previous sheriff." 
 
    "We are not going in guns blazing," Colt explained. "Most of the people we are after in these warrants are local businessmen and people." He turned to the deputies. "You know these people. You see them around town and even know that some of them are carrying out illegal activities. Honestly, this is not even about them. They are small fishes. But going after them helps flush out the whale in this equation. Pallop." 
 
    Deputy Sandoval raised a hand. "We keep hearing about this Pallop guy, but we don't even know who he is or where he is." 
 
    Colt nodded. "That is correct. I know all of this may sound like a conspiracy theory, but we have excellent proof that not only does he exist, but he is the one pulling strings. Now, I know you are wondering what exactly this Pallop has done. Apart from using this city as a base for his illegal activities, Pallop is also responsible for several unsolved murder cases in the county. We know he was using Brody as his executioner and Brody's uncle, Dominic Masters. He ordered the hit on Jacob Brannon, my grandfather and a former sheriff of this town at the time. You may not know who Pallop is by name, but you know the crimes he has committed very well. Except all of that stops now. Tonight, we bring his empire to the ground, and when he emerges from whatever rat hole he is in, we go after him." 
 
    Colt answered some more questions, inviting the agents to speak when they needed to. Finally, he ended the meeting. Honeywell, Jamison, Herman, and Blackburn would continue physical surveillance of some key locations Colt believed were storage sites for Pallop's illegal contraband. Chong had set up surveillance on some of the other sites and monitored them remotely with Sandoval's help. The rest were to prepare to move on the locations in the evening. 
 
    Colt pulled James aside. "I was thinking, once we execute these warrants, Pallop is going to want to have his revenge." 
 
    "Let him bring it on. We are ready for him." 
 
    Colt nodded. "Yes, we are, and he knows that. If there is one thing, I have learned about Pallop, he never enters a situation where he doesn't have the upper hand. I expect he will send someone after us. However, I think we are less likely to be his target." 
 
    "What are you thinking?" 
 
    "I think he will make another play for Michelle, Janice, and the rest." 
 
    James clenched his jaw. "He goes near my family, and I swear I'll gut him." 
 
    "Same here, James. Still, we need to consider the possibility and prepare accordingly." 
 
    "You think he'll go after them again?" James seemed skeptical. "I mean, Justin has proved he can protect them." 
 
    "We are about to take down everything he's ever worked for. Pallop is vengeful, so yes, I think he's going to go after them. Also, he sent seven men the last time. This time he'll send ten or even twenty. We know he has the resources to do so." 
 
    James nodded. "Alright. So, what do you want to do then? Tell Justin to beef up security." 
 
    Colt shook his head. "Pallop already knows of that location. I'm calling the general and moving them to witness protection until we get Pallop. They'll be safer when he does not know where they are." 
 
    James nodded. "You are right. You'll make the call?" 
 
    "Yes." Colt ran his hand through his hair. "God, I can't wait for all of this to be over. I'm tired. I want to drink morning coffee and not worry about what is going to happen in the day. I want to have a good weekend, you know. Sleep in all day and wake up late. I want to walk into my kitchen in the morning and smell bacon cooking…" He trailed off. "Look at me, spouting nonsense." 
 
    "It's not nonsense." James had a grin on his face. "That is the first time I've heard you talk about wanting a domestic life. You know… a woman in your life." 
 
    Colt scowled. "I said nothing of the sorts." 
 
    "Sure, you did, or am I the one that will be cooking in your kitchen early in the morning?" 
 
    "Of course, not…" 
 
    "I mean, I like you, but I don't think I like you that much." He burst into laughter when Colt glared at him. "So, you talk to Michelle recently?" 
 
    Colt was about to lie, and then he thought, what was the point? "Spoke to her last night. Called to ask how things were…" 
 
    "…and talked to her for almost two hours." He bobbed his head when he saw the look of surprise on Colt's face. "Janice told me this morning." 
 
    "I was bored," Colt replied and began to walk away. 
 
    "I bet." James followed him. "Look, I'm happy for you, and I also can't wait for all this to be over so you can finally have someone to bring breakfast in bed to." 
 
    Colt shook his head. "Maybe… first we need to take down Pallop, and this evening we give him his heaviest blow ever." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pallop checked his watch, and exactly twenty-four hours after he called Chalk the day before, he picked up his phone and redialed his number. He swirled the scotch in his hand as he waited. 
 
    "So, what's your answer?" he asked when Chalk picked up. 
 
    "Fuck you, Pallop." 
 
    Pallop took his phone away from his ear and looked at it, wanting to make sure he had heard right. "What did you say to me?" 
 
    "I said, fuck you. You tried to sell me your business when you knew the cops were about to move in on you." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "Yeah, the cops…" Chalk paused. "You don't know?" 
 
    "What is happening?" 
 
    "They're everywhere around Canon. Cops, FBI… I've never seen so many agencies in my life, and they are going after all your businesses in Canon City. They are finding crates of drugs and money. It's over, Pallop. They got it all." 
 
    Pallop stared at the phone in his hand. He threw the drink in his hand on the floor and hurriedly ended the call. He was about to call his contacts in Canon City when his other phone started to ring. He looked at the number and saw it was one of his contacts in Denver. Another phone rang, and he glanced at it, a sinking feeling in the pit of his belly when he saw it was from his contact in New Mexico. A few minutes later, Pallop had confirmed that the feds had gone after almost his entire business network. Screaming so loud it shook the house to its foundation, he swiped everything on his desk to the floor. Then he went around the house, yelling as he broke everything, he could get his hands on. 
 
    For almost two hours, he went from room to room, screaming and raining curses on Colt. Finally, he collapsed in the middle of his living room, an empty revolver in his hand. He knew he was done for now, and if he had any chance to survive, he needed to leave now with what he had left. But he was not going without teaching Colt a lesson. He was no coward, and he would not be made to scurry away with his tail between his legs. Colt would regret ever messing with him. He had one more call to make.  
 
    "Did you know about the raids?" 
 
    "Of course not." Flake was stressed out, and it showed in his voice. "Perhaps if you'd not had Stevenson killed, we could have heard something." 
 
    "How come Allen, Collins, and Slater didn't tip us off?" 
 
    Flake sighed. "I don't know. Either they did not know themselves, or they've been made and are walking for the sheriff now." 
 
    "Doesn't matter. I am getting out of here. Traveling until things blow over. Have you heard anything from our CIA contacts?" 
 
    "They are not willing to give us a deal. We are on our own on this?" 
 
    "Of course, we are." 
 
    "How soon can you begin to move my money offshore?" 
 
    "Already started. The physical cash will take a while, though, as I have to move them through several accounts before pushing them offshore." 
 
    "Just get started on it." Pallop got up and walked to the bar in the living room to get a bottle of vodka. "We are lucky they didn't know about my connection to you. I would have utterly lost it all then." 
 
    "When are you leaving the country, and how? You know they're going to be checking for you at every airport in the country. Right now, you're the most wanted man in America." 
 
    "I have a plan, but I'm still going to be here for a few more days. There is something I have to take care of first." 
 
    Flake knew what Pallop meant from the tone of his voice. "You are going after him, aren't you?" 
 
    "He's going to regret ever messing with me." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    The ringing of his phone woke up Colt. He squinted at the screen, surprised to see it was James. Executing the warrants had taken the entire night and most of the next day. By the time he’d stumbled into bed, he had expected to sleep for at least twelve hours. The clock on his nightstand told him he had been asleep for barely eight. 
 
    "Hey," he drawled. "What is it?" 
 
    "Becky just called. She said someone is moving large amounts from the Flake bank to offshore accounts." 
 
    Colt jerked awake and sat up. "Stradmore…" 
 
    "Most likely." 
 
    Colt struggled to his feet. "Get Becky to meet me at the office. We are going after Flake now." 
 
    "We don't have a warrant," James replied. 
 
    "I don't need a warrant. Pallop is not getting away with that money." He rushed into the bathroom and grabbed his toothbrush. "I'll tell Mike to get to work on a warrant. If we can get one, fine. If we don't, I'll take the heat for it. We may not be able to use what we get in the trial, but it would stop Pallop from getting his hands on that money. We already have more than enough to convict him." 
 
    A few hours later, Colt led a small team into the bank. James and Becky followed closely behind him. As soon as they got into the bank, he raised his badge. 
 
    "I am Sheriff Colt Brannon." From the corner of his eyes, he saw his men began to spread around the room. "There is no need to panic. I am just here to execute a warrant on this bank." He saw the look of concern on the face of the people in the bank but was grateful they seemed reassured by the badge and the uniforms. "I need everyone behind the counter to come to the middle of the room. My officers will take down your details for processing. Just standard stuff…" He raised his voice. "Those in the offices should also step out here." 
 
    He watched as the people complied.  
 
    "What is this warrant for?" one woman asked huffily. 
 
    Colt gave her a saccharine smile. "It is official sheriff’s matter, ma'am. I can't share it with you." 
 
    James walked out from the back. "Colt, we can't find Flake." 
 
    Colt frowned. "You checked everywhere?" 
 
    James nodded. 
 
    "Alright, get Becky to one of the terminals and tell her to get to work." Colt stepped to the side and pulled his radio from the clip on his waist. "Honeywell, did you have sight of the building the whole time?" 
 
    "Yes, sir," Honeywell replied. 
 
    "And you saw Flake come in?" 
 
    "That is correct, sir. He walked in at around zero-six-hundred hours and hasn't left since." 
 
    "Then why can't we find him anywhere in the bank?" 
 
    "Sir…" 
 
    Colt was still on the phone when Jamison walked into the bank, pulling Flake by the collar of his shirt. 
 
    "Found him sneaking out through a secret entrance behind the bank." Jaminson eyed Flake. "I think they're looking for you." 
 
    Colt walked up to Flake. "Hello Mr. Orlando Flake, or should I say Walker Stradmore…" Flake's eyes widened, and Colt nodded. "Yes, we know. We also know you've been trying to send Pallop's money offshore…" 
 
    "Stopped all the pending transactions," Becky called from where she sat behind one of the computers.  
 
    Colt glanced back. "How much was he able to send before you stopped it?" 
 
    "Almost a hundred million…" 
 
    Colt turned back to Flake. "So you are helping a known fugitive launder money. What else have you been doing for him, Mr. Stradmore?" 
 
    Flake clenched his jaw. "I'm not talking to you. I need my lawyer." 
 
    "Sure. You'll get your lawyer." Colt nodded at a deputy who came forward and cuffed Flake. Colt walked up to Becky. "How much is left in the account?"  
 
    "Close to four hundred million." She whistled. "These guys are not small fishes." 
 
    "Colt!" James called from a doorway. "You need to see this." 
 
    Colt walked towards him. James led him to Flake's office. Colt was shocked when he saw a hidden door in the wall behind Flake's desk.  
 
    "Sandoval was playing around the desk and mistakenly hit the switch that opened that door." 
 
    Colt walked into the secret room and what he saw made his jaw drop. Bundles of money wrapped in cellophane and stacked against the wall. 
 
    "Jesus H Christ. Exactly how much were these guys pulling in?" 
 
    James still had the look of wonder on his face. "A lot, it would seem. I reckon there is going to be at least nine hundred fifty million dollars in there. And this is not bank money. At least not yet." He turned to Colt. "I spoke to Becky earlier, and she was wondering how the bank got money to operate or stayed in business. They gave out loans indiscriminately and charged enormous interest rates but didn't seem eager to collect." 
 
    Colt immediately understood. "They bring in illegal money, give out loans, and then pay themselves back using the dirty cash." 
 
    James nodded.  
 
    "Take it all in. I want this done by the books." 
 
    James stared at the stack of money. "You ever feel tempted to take some for yourself?" 
 
    Colt shrugged. "Not really. It's money. If there is one thing I know, money brings more problems than it solves. Especially this kind of money." 
 
    James nodded. "Pallop is not going to like this." 
 
    "No, he won't. I expect a response from him very soon." 
 
    "Have you heard from Justin?" James asked. 
 
    "No. They should be moving to their new location right about now. I told Justin to keep me posted on the hour." Colt checked his watch and looked concerned. "I'll just check in. I'm sure everything is fine." 
 
    He called Justin. The phone rang, but Justin didn't answer. When they called Janice and Michelle, they found out their phones were switched off. Worried, Colt reminded himself Justin was good at his job. Perhaps there was some delay on the road. They finished processing the evidence found at the Bank of the Rockies. Flake was booked and thrown in jail. The bank was closed, and Becky continued digging into Pallop's finances.  
 
    Now beyond alarmed, Colt decided he would have to call his old commander and find out what was happening. His phone rang, and he was surprised to see Michelle’s number. James saw the look on his face and knew he had finally gotten the news. He ran over to Colt. Colt picked up the call.  
 
    "Hey, Michelle, what is wrong. We have been trying to call you guys and not able to get through. Where are you…?" 
 
    "Sheriff…" 
 
    The voice turned Colt's blood to ice, and he froze. "Who is this?" 
 
    There was a chuckle. "I think you know who it is. I warned you about messing with me, didn't I?" 
 
    "If you hurt them, I swear I will…" 
 
    "Shut up!" Pallop screamed into the phone. "Shut up, or I'll kill them all right away." He took several deep breaths to calm himself. "Like I was saying, I have all of them. Janice, Michelle, Sandy, and the two kids." 
 
    "What do you want?" 
 
    "From you? Nothing. We have gone past that point now. From them? A lot…" Pallop's voice dripped with venom. "Only thing I can promise you is that none of them is going to die anytime soon. Especially the two young girls. I know a few people who will pay really good money to spend time with them…" 
 
    The line went dead before Colt could reply. 
 
    "Who was it?" James asked, even though he already knew the answer. 
 
    "It's Pallop. He took them… He has taken the women and the children…" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    "Alright, General." Colt listened and nodded once. "Let me know when you learn more." 
 
    He ended the call with the general and faced the room. The entire squad and James were sitting in his living room, all with worried expressions on their faces. 
 
    "What did he say?" James asked impatiently.  
 
    Colt's voice was low and deep, vibrating with barely restrained anger. "Justin was taking the women and children to the new site when almost twenty men in six SUVs attacked their convoy. They surrounded the convoy and opened fire. Justin's team lost three men, and two more are in the ICU, including Justin himself." 
 
    "How about Janice and the rest?" James's hand shook. 
 
    "They were fine when they were taken away. None of them were harmed in the attack." Colt suddenly yelled, clenching his fist, and waving it in the air. "I'm going to kill that bastard, I swear." 
 
    "You need to find him first." Jacob Brannon pushed the door open and walked in. "I heard Pallop's men took some of your people." 
 
    Colt nodded. "James's wife and his sister-in-law. Officer Meyers’s wife and his two daughters… Pallop threatened to kill the women and sell the children into prostitution."  
 
    Jacob saw Colt looking at him and knew his grandson was looking to him to reassure him that Pallop wasn't capable of such depravity. "We need to find him immediately and rescue those poor souls." 
 
    Honeywell raised a hand. "Now, I know the issue is delicate, but how are we sure he hasn't killed them yet. It doesn't make sense for him to keep them when he is trying to escape." 
 
    James growled at him, but Colt understood what Honeywell was trying to say.  
 
    "We don't know for sure, but on the phone, he didn't sound like he was in a rush to kill them." 
 
    "He won't be." Jacob stepped up and picked up a picture of Pallop from the table. "This is revenge and not business as usual. He likes to take his time, torturing his victims until they beg for death." 
 
    "Then, we still need to move fast." James got up and walked over to Chong. "Any news?" 
 
    Chong shook his head. "No. There has been no sighting. We are monitoring all airports and scanning feed from almost a hundred thousand security feeds and traffic cameras using the picture Hinds sent to us. No one has picked him up." 
 
    "He could be using a disguise," Herman speculated. 
 
    "Maybe. But no disguise is going to get him through airport security. We have our men in all major airports around here." Even as Colt spoke, he knew that despite their best efforts, there were still a hundred ways for Pallop to slip through their net.  
 
    Jacob's phone buzzed in his pocket, and he took it out and stared at the screen for a few seconds.  
 
    "I didn't want to say anything before until I was sure." He raised his phone. "I just spoke to my contact in Louisiana. He says the Spirex suddenly started getting ready to sail last night, weeks before its scheduled departure. They haven't even finished unloading its last cargo." 
 
    Colt rushed to his side. "You think he's on it?" 
 
    "I can't say for sure, but security on the ship was doubled almost overnight, and it is clear this is not your average security. I'm talking mercenaries with real heavy toys.” 
 
    "Then we call the general and have him send a team to stop the ship and arrest everyone on it," Jamison suggested. 
 
    Colt shook his head. "You do that, and he'll kill the women and children if he still has them." 
 
    "Then what do we do?" James asked. 
 
    "We go ourselves and bring them back home… alive." Colt turned to his squad. "This is what we're trained for, and even though it's been a while since we've done this, I know we still can." 
 
    The squad got to their feet, nodding their heads. 
 
    "You know we'll follow you to hell and back," Jamison said. "Even if I thought we already did that, I guess demons don't stop spawning." 
 
    Blackburn nodded but didn't say anything. 
 
    James stepped forward. "I'm coming with you." 
 
    "James," Colt said, clasping the shoulder of his friend. "I know you want to help, but I need you to trust me on this. I promise I'll bring your wife and sister-in-law back to you." 
 
    "Fuck that!" James glared at Colt. "I may not be a Marine like you, but I can more than hold my own." 
 
    "James…" 
 
    "He took my wife!!!" James screamed in Colt's face, his face contorting in rage. "He took Janice, and I can't help but wonder how scared she must be right now. And it's my fault…" 
 
    "No, it's not …" 
 
    "Of course, it is. I was the one who brought her to this godforsaken town. I was the one who took her to the firing range that day, and I was the one who got her involved in this mess." He let go of Colt's shirt, but his face still stayed angry. "If you think you're going to stop me from going after her, then you don't know me." 
 
    "No, I know you." Colt placed both hands on James’s shoulder. "I know you, and I realize now how stupid it was for me to tell you to stay back. You'll come with us, and we'll take this bastard down together." 
 
    James nodded, now content. Colt turned around and found his grandfather looking at him strangely. 
 
    "Don't tell me you are also thinking of coming with us…" 
 
    "Of course, I am coming with you." Jacob raised the picture of Pallop. "Do you have any idea how long I've been chasing Pallop? How many times I've imagined what I'll do when I see him or how I want to make him pay for everything he has taken away from me?" 
 
    "Pops," Colt pleaded. "Please try and understand; I need to know you are safe." 
 
    "I need to do this, Colt. I owe your mother and father that much, at least. To be able to say, I finally brought their killer down. I need this…" 
 
    Colt looked into his grandfather's eyes and caught a glimpse of the demons he’d lived with, the guilt and shame that had lived with him all these years—the pain he had carried around him like a companion for decades. He saw it all, and he knew that as much as he wanted to keep his grandfather safe, Jacob Brannon was a warrior first and in battle was where he knew how to right his wrong. 
 
    "Alright," he acquiesced. "You can come too. However, I remain in charge of this mission. I give an order and you obey it no questions asked." 
 
    Jacob nodded. "I understand." 
 
    Colt turned to Chong. "Contact the general and tell him we are going to need a military jet to Louisiana ASAP. Also, tell him we need military supplies. Weapons, armor, and everything we'll need for a covert operation." 
 
    Chong nodded and placed the call to the general. A few minutes later, they were speeding towards the private airfield nearby. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Four guards on each gangplank and seventeen patrolling the deck of the ship." Colt moved his binoculars. "Make that twenty-two men patrolling the deck." He dropped the binoculars. "That's just the ones we can see. God knows how many are below deck. This is going to be hard." 
 
    They were lying flat on a container a few feet away from the Spirex, except for Blackburn, who was making his way up a stack of containers, looking for a good vantage point to provide sniper support. It was close to nighttime, and they had night vision goggles. They all wore black balaclavas except for James and Jacob. All of them carried M4s with extra ammo loaded in their tactical vests and handguns tucked into side holsters. Grenades, combat knives… Needless to say, they were all armed to the teeth, ready as much as they could for whatever waited for them on the ship. 
 
    "We've faced worse odds," Jamison said with a grim look on his face. 
 
    "Maybe. We weren't this old then, though." Colt turned to James. "How are you holding up, buddy?" 
 
    James nodded. "Good… Good… I just keep praying he has not harmed a single hair on her head. I will never forgive myself if she leaves this ordeal with anything to remind her of it." 
 
    "Don't worry. We will get them out without a scratch on their bodies. Then we'll make sure this fucker never smells freedom again." 
 
    James nodded.  
 
    Colt raised the radio. "Blackburn, are you in position?" 
 
    "Yes, I am in position. I have got the entire west side of the ship in front of me. Those containers make it hard to pick out some of the guards, though." 
 
    "Then get to higher ground."  
 
    "This is the highest vantage point I can use." 
 
    "Alright, we'll make do." He turned to the team. "Final weapons check." 
 
    The men checked their guns and ammo. When they had made sure everything was okay, they nodded at him.  
 
    "Synchronize watchs and confirm that the dedicated channel is clear and communicating." 
 
    They did these things too, and when they were done, they looked again to Colt for direction. 
 
    "Don't forget, the primary mission is to get the women and children out and safe at any cost. Capturing Pallop is the secondary mission." 
 
    "Understood."  
 
    "Good." Colt called everyone in for a quick group huddle. "I don't need to tell you how bad the man we are after is. I do not need to tell you how important it is that we save those women and children. I know your hearts and I know you know how important this mission is. So, I don't need fancy words to make you give your best tonight. Remember, we fight not for personal glory but for country and honor. We fight for those women and children and lord help anyone who stands in our path." 
 
    Everyone gave a quiet hurrah and broke apart.  
 
    "Alright." Colt turned to the ship. "Herman, Jamison, and Pops, you'll be Team Delta.  You approach the ship from the north. I, James, Chong, and Honeywell will be Team Alpha, and we'll be coming in from the south. Blackwell, you think you can take care of the three guards at the top of the gangplanks?" 
 
    "Yes, sir…" 
 
    "Wait until we are in position and I give the command. You approach the gangplank and dispatch the guards at the bottom while Blackburn takes care of the rest. Board the ship and begin to sweep the ship for the hostages. They will most likely be below deck, so head there as fast as you can. Question anyone you can and remain quiet for as long as you can. Non-lethal force when you can but do not hesitate to use deadly force when necessary. There are no saints on that ship." They all nodded. "Alright. Go…" 
 
    They broke into groups and dispersed according to Colt's instructions. He waited until they were both in position, his combat knife in his hand, then gave the command to attack. The entire squad moved quickly and silently. They were already on the guards on the gangplank before they even knew what was happening, quickly dispatching them. Colt led his team up the plank and stepped over the guards Honeywell had taken care of. On the ship's deck, huge containers had been used to form a vast maze and navigating it without getting ambushed would prove difficult. Colt did not care. The group moved as one, dispatching any guard they passed silently. 
 
    Colt moved down a narrow corridor of containers and heard footsteps approaching around the corner. He quickly gave a signal, and the groups dispersed. Chong and Honeywell went down opposite passages while Colt and James scrambled up the containers, spreading their legs and hands to grip opposite walls. Two guards came around the bend and began to walk down the corridor, AK-47s held loosely by their sides. Colt waited until they were underneath them before giving the signal. They dropped down on the guards. Colt took his guard down with a knee to the back and slammed his head down until he lost consciousness. He looked up to see James had a knife on his own man's throat and a hand on his mouth. 
 
    "Where are the hostages?" he asked, coming close to the guard. 
 
    The guard shook his head, a look of dread on his face. James pressed the knife deeper in his throat so that it sliced his skin thinly. 
 
    "They are below deck," the guard hurriedly said. "Please don't kill me." 
 
    "Where below deck?"  
 
    "In Pallop's quarters." He swallowed. "You can't get in there. He's locked it up." 
 
    "You don't worry about that," Colt said as James slammed the butt of his pistol on the back of the guard's head. 
 
    Colt secured the guard with flex cuffs when he heard a noise and looked up to see Chong and Honeywell drag two more guards to join the other two.  
 
    "Hostages are below deck," Colt said into his radio. "Make your way down there immediately." 
 
    "Team Delta has been surrounded," Blackburn said, grunting as he took aim and fired. "Lethal force it is …" 
 
    The sound of a gunshot completed his statement.  
 
    "Can they handle the situation?" 
 
    "They can," Blackburn replied.  
 
    "Stay with them. We'll make our way below deck…" 
 
    The whole deck was now a frenzy of action. Colt shouldered his rifle and began to shoot as he made his way below deck. Chong, James, and Honeywell also returned fire.  
 
    "There are too many of them," Honeywell said, watching as more and more guards seemed to pour from below deck.  
 
    A bullet whizzed past Colt's face, and he leaned back, taking cover behind a container. 
 
    "We need to push past them." 
 
    Getting up, they fought their way forward—the sound of gunfire and screaming men renting the night skies. 
 
    "Shit," Blackburn came over the radio. "Herman is down." 
 
    "How bad?" Colt asked, talking and shooting at the same time.  
 
    "Shot in the arm. Jamison is helping him."  
 
    "Stay on them," Colt ordered. The door that led below deck was now in sight.  
 
    "They are being ambushed," Blackburn called out. "I can't pick off the hostiles fast enough. They are going to be pinned down…" 
 
    Colt looked at the door that led to the primary mission. "James with me. Honeywell and Chong go and help them."  
 
    Honeywell and Chong nodded and quickly slipped away. Colt and James made their way below deck and found themselves in the middle of an awfully long corridor with rooms on either side. 
 
    "Back to front," Colt replied. "We go left first." 
 
    They made their way down the corridor, checking every room. Most of them were empty. Twice they were attacked but returned fire fast enough to take the enemy down before they were shot. Colt wondered why he had tried to stop James from coming on the mission. His partner was more than holding his own, and so far, their chemistry had been impeccable, the result of years of working together. They understood each other. There were only a few rooms left on either side of the corridors. At the end of the passage, the hallway went right and left. Colt checked the room on the left, with James providing cover.  
 
    "Clear!" He moved across the corridor, and just before he opened the door, an enemy guard pushed it open and swung his gun towards his head. 
 
    James shot the guard twice, but not before he managed to squeeze a few random shots. Colt finished the guard with a shot to the head and kicked the gun in his hand away.  
 
    "Close call he said," turning around to face James. That was when he saw the bloom of blood on James's thighs. "Shit…" 
 
    He ran forward and caught James before he could fall. Taking his knife, he ripped James's pants open. The wound was deep and bleeding a lot. Colt cut off strips of the pants and tied it above the injury. He used the rest to try to stop the blood loss. 
 
    "How bad is it?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't think I can stand on it." James grabbed Colt's shirt. "You have to continue going. You need to find that bastard…" 
 
    Colt suddenly heard footsteps coming from the steps that led to the deck. He raised his gun then watched as a guard crashed down the steps until he hit on the bottom of the first landing. He returned his eyes to the top of the stairs and watched his grandfather walk down the steps. 
 
    "Where are the rest?" he asked when he saw it was only him. 
 
    "Up there still dealing with those bastards. I swear you'd think they are spawning the way they keep on coming." He saw James on the floor. "How bad is it?" 
 
    "He can't move." Colt got to his feet. "I'm going after Pallop. Stay with him and make sure he stays alive." 
 
    "Wait…" Jacob walked up to his grandson. "You can't go after Pallop alone." 
 
    Colt glanced at James's injury. "Of course, I can… Most of the guards are either up there or in any of these rooms. He's out of bodies to throw at us and out of options." 
 
    "Doesn't matter." Jacob glared at Colt. "You need someone to go with you."  
 
    "No, I don't…" 
 
    "Shut up and take him with you." James pushed himself up so he could lean his back on the wall. "You don't have to do it all by yourself." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Colt asked impatiently. 
 
    "You always want to be the one to save the day. You are always stepping in front of us to take the bullet or stepping between me and someone trying to take my head off with a sniper rifle. This war is not yours alone to fight…" 
 
    "I never said it was." 
 
    Jacob hitched his rifle up. "People have a right to fight for what they want. You should not deny them that joy." 
 
    "All this because I want you to stay here and look after James?" Colt grabbed his gun. "If you want to come with me, then come. I just thought I would finish the job instead of putting us all in danger. You'll be fine here?" 
 
    James pulled his gun up and aimed it at the empty corridor. "Yes, I'll be fine here." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Colt and Jacob hurried down the corridor. When they got to the end, they saw two rooms at either end of the hallways.  
 
    "Left, or right?" Colt asked.  
 
    "Left first…" 
 
    Colt nodded, and they turned left. They got to the door and stood on opposite sides. He opened the door while Jacob aimed into the room. 
 
    "Clear," he yelled when no one jumped out at him. 
 
    Colt pushed the door open, and they stepped inside. They checked behind the door and around the room. It seemed empty. This room was more significant than the rest, and from the size of the bed and décor, it was either the captain's quarters or someone as important. There was a bathroom at the other end of the door. Colt and Jacob walked towards it, guns at the ready. Suddenly the bathroom door swung open, and Pallop stepped out, firing at both. Colt and Jacob dove behind the bed.  
 
    "You think you can take me?!!!" Pallop kept shooting in their directions, the bullets splintering the bed and forcing Colt and Jacob out. They scattered in different directions, confusing Pallop for a second. Pallop swung the gun and aimed at Colt, but Jacob tackled him before he could shoot and took him down. Both men struggled on the floor for a few seconds. Colt aimed but couldn't get a clear shot. He ran towards them, deciding he would have to pull them apart by hand. Before he could get there, Pallop had Jacob by the throat and pointed a revolver at his head.  
 
    "Come closer, and he dies…" 
 
    Colt froze. "Don't shoot," he said. 
 
    "Drop the gun," Pallop said.  
 
    Colt shook his head. "You shoot him, and nothing is stopping me from killing you. So, you want to think very carefully." 
 
    Pallop grinned. "So, you'll let your grandfather's best friend die." 
 
    "If that's what it takes to stop a piece of shit like you, I'll die a hundred times," Jacob spat, struggling with Pallop. 
 
    Pallop pushed the gun harder against his neck until he stopped. "I see you haven't lost all the fight in you." He looked at Colt. "How about you? You think I won't shoot him?" 
 
    "As I said, shoot him, and you die immediately." 
 
    "You sure about that?" Pallop's grin got wider. "Don't you need me to tell you where your precious hostages are?" 
 
    "I swear if you've done anything to them…" Colt walked towards Pallop and stopped when his finger squeezed the trigger slightly.   
 
    "Don't worry. I've not done anything to them yet. I had to slap the loud one a couple of times to get her to keep quiet, but I reckon her jaws would still work fine for what I need them to do." He shook his head and waved his gun when Colt made a move. "Was waiting for the ship to be out on the sea before I started on them. Women's screams are deafening, and here you always have that nosey dock guard asking questions." His grin turned sardonic. "Out there on open waters, they can scream as much as they want. I don't have to worry, and I love it when they scream."   
 
    Colt shook his head. "I swear you are not going to get out of here alive." 
 
    "Of course, I am…" The sounds of sporadic shooting from above deck interrupted him, and he glanced up before facing Colt again. "I must say, I'm impressed by you and your team. Do you have any idea how many men I placed on this ship to stop you? Still, you found me." He grabbed Jacob and pulled him back. "Like I was saying, there is no way you can stop me. Do you think you can put a stop me? Do you know how many contingency plans I have?" 
 
    "Forgive me if I'm not impressed, seeing as all your contingency plans could not stop me from taking your empire down." 
 
    Pallop's face tightened, then he relaxed and grinned. "Empires can be rebuilt. I have a lifeboat waiting for me at the stern." He pushed a button on the wall and a false door opened behind him. "I'm going to escape this ship, and then I am going to spend the rest of my life hunting you and taking everything, you love from you. Starting with those women and children." 
 
    "Shoot this bastard and get this over with," Jacob growled. "I don't care if it kills me too." 
 
    Colt raised his gun but stopped, unable to do it. 
 
    "He's not a killer like you and me," Pallop told Jacob.  
 
    "I am nothing like you," Jacob growled.  
 
    "That is true. You always needed a reason to kill. A code of ethics." Pallop scoffed. "I don't care about any of that. I kill because I want to. That is why I will always be better than you." 
 
    "Shoot him!" Jacob screamed.  
 
    Pallop wrapped his arm tight around his throat and pulled. Colt raised his gun, and he shook his head. 
 
    "You shoot me now, and you'll never find those women and children." Pallop glanced at his watch. "I guess I can't wait any longer. I was hoping I'd be here to hear them die." 
 
    Colt felt a sense of dread travel down his body. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    Pallop walked back towards the secret door, taking Jacob with him. 
 
    "Let us play a game, shall we? You have two options. Try to stop me from leaving with this old fucker here or see if you can save your precious hostages in the room across the hall." 
 
    Colt glanced back. Now that he knew where the hostages were, he could stay and deal with Pallop and then rescue Janice and the rest, but something told him there was more to this “game.” 
 
    "What did you do?" 
 
    Pallop's grin widened. "See, I tied them together and placed a bomb on the chest of the loud one. She'll die first and take the rest with her." 
 
    "You bastard!" 
 
    Pallop burst into laughter. "Come on, Sheriff. I bet you thought it was fun when you took all I had away from me. I am even doing you the courtesy of letting you choose. Are you going to try and save them, or do you want to stay here and save your grandfather’s best friend?" 
 
    Colt looked back and then at his grandfather, who was wincing from the pressure on his neck and the gun in his face. 
 
    "Colt, go and save them." 
 
    "Pops…" 
 
    "Don't worry about me. I'm an old man. They… Go and save them, or you'll never be able to live the guilt down. I know that because I have never been able to live with the guilt of knowing your father and mother are dead because of me." 
 
    "Pops…" 
 
    "Tick-tock," Pallop sang mockingly. "You have less than six minutes to save them." He scowled at his watch. "I should not have given them so much time. I was trying to have some fun…" 
 
    "Go!" Jacob screamed when Colt kept shuffling his feet.  
 
    Colt gritted his teeth and quickly walked backward. The moment he stepped out of the room; he began to run down the hallway to the room on the right. As he ran, he heard screams behind him, followed by a gunshot. Clenching his jaw, he continued down the corridor and burst into the room. He saw them immediately—all of them. Pallop had tied them together, hands by their sides, and taped their mouths shut. He could hear the whimpers from the children; they had tears in their eyes as they pleaded with him to rescue them. His eyes followed theirs, and he saw the bomb vest on Michelle. The timer said he had less than four minutes left. He ran forward and gently pulled the tape over Michelle’s mouth. She winced, and Colt remembered what Pallop had said about hitting her. 
 
    "Sorry." 
 
    "He said if we move, the bomb will go off," she said as he began to inspect the vest. 
 
    Colt saw that the bomb had been looped around the group, and he knew if he tried to free the others, the bomb would go off.  
 
    "Hold still." Colt forced himself to take his mind off his grandfather. He took his radio. "Herman, I have a bomb vest about to go off in three minutes. How do I disarm it?" 
 
    "I'm guessing someone is currently wearing it right now?" 
 
    "Yes. He strapped a bomb to Michelle and tied all of them together." 
 
    "Shit. The best thing I can think is for you to cut her out of it. But you have to be careful not to cut any tripwire in the vest." 
 
    "Alright." Colt dropped his radio and pulled out his knife. "Now, everyone, stay still. Everything is going to be alright; I promise." 
 
    He began to cut the vest, carefully feeling with his hand for any wire underneath. He told himself not to think of the clock counting down to their potential death or his men still fighting above deck. He pushed away any thought of his grandfather, who was now most probably dead. He had to focus on one thing at a time, and right now, getting this bomb as far away from the women and children as he could was the most important thing. He kept on cutting through the vest, and when he was sure he had created a large enough hole for Michelle to wriggle through, he slipped the knife back in its sheath. 
 
    "I'm going to hold the vest while you wiggle out of it." He looked at Michelle, trying to reassure her.  
 
    "He said it would blow if we moved," she pointed out, tears running down her face. 
 
    "No. Look…" He showed her the wire. "We just need to make sure the wires aren't cut. Come on; you can do it." 
 
    The timer was now at two minutes. Michelle began to squirm out of the jacket, Colt holding it for her. Several times she would tug too hard on the wire, and he would have to stop her. Finally, after what felt like hours, she was free of the jacket. Just seconds left now. Colt quickly unwrapped the part of the wire still looped around Janice and the rest. When he finally had it all, he rushed to the nearest porthole and tossed the vest out of it. Seconds after it left his hand, the sound of an explosion rocked the ship. Colt turned around and found Michelle untying the rest of the hostages. He joined her, using his knife to slash their bonds, and gently pulling the tape over their mouth. 
 
    "We thought no one was coming," Janice said the moment she was free, wrapping her arms around Colt and hugging him hard. 
 
    Colt patted her on her back awkwardly. "Of course, we would come for you." 
 
    "Thank you," Sandy said, hugging her two daughters close to her. 
 
    Colt stared at the crying group and knew this was partly his fault. "Come on." He picked up his gun. "We have to get out of here." 
 
    He led them out of the room. As they walked down the corridor, he spied the open door at the other end of the hallway. Pallop would have probably escaped, but he needed to make sure. He led the women and the children to one of the empty rooms. 
 
    "Stay here and wait for me," he said. "There is something I need to do." As he turned around to leave, he saw the look of fear in their eyes and understood. "No one is ever going to retake you," he promised. "But I can't let the bad man that did this get away." Colt pulled his pistol and handed it to Janice. Take this till I come back. 
 
    Michelle nodded. "Go… do what you have to. We'll be fine." 
 
    Colt nodded. "Lock the door and open it to no one but me." 
 
    He waited until she locked the door. Then he went after Pallop. 
 
    "Colt…" It was Chong. "We are done up here. How are things down there?" 
 
    "James is injured, but he should be fine. I have the hostages, but Pallop is escaping in a lifeboat. Anyone have eyes on him?" 
 
    "Not yet, but we are going after him." 
 
    Colt ran into the room and found the secret door still open. He ran through it and saw a long hallway. Remembering which way, he had come, he figured out what direction the stern was and headed there. He had not gone more than a few feet when he noticed blood on the floor. He followed the trail, turning left and right. He began to detect signs of struggle as he moved. Then he made a turn and found his grandfather on the floor in a pool of blood. 
 
    "Pops!" Colt rushed towards him. 
 
    Jacob struggled to open his eyes. “Colt... is… is that…?” 
 
    “Yes, Pops.” He looked around and found where Colt had shot his grandfather in the chest. “Just hang on. Everything would be fine. You’ll…” 
 
    Jacob managed a smile. “No, this is it for me, Colt.” 
 
    Colt felt tears in his eyes and did not stop them from falling. “Don’t say that. I just found you again. I can’t lose you now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Jacob closed regret-filled eyes. “I wish I could stay… At least I finally got him.” He smiled then. “Stuck a knife in him. And if that is the best I can do; I’ve made my peace with that. Now you must finish the job. You cannot let him get away.” 
 
    Colt stared at the still bleeding wound on his grandfather’s side. “No. We need to take care of that. I’m not losing you to this bastard…”  
 
    “Colt.” Jacob grabbed the hand that was trying to stop the bleeding. “This is our one chance. You are not letting that monster get off the boat. Do not worry about me. I am not done yet, and even if I die, I want to do it be knowing you stopped that bastard. Please,” he pleaded with Colt. 
 
    Colt raised his head and noticed the bloody footsteps that led away from his Grandfather's body.  
 
    “Alright, Pops. I’ll go after him, but I swear if you die on me…” 
 
    He let the threat go unsaid as he slowly got to his feet and began to follow the bloody footsteps. He found Pallop on the stern of the ship limping, about to climb into a lifeboat. One hand held his bleeding side. 
 
    "Stop," Colt shouted, and Pallop froze. "Turn around." 
 
    Pallop slowly turned around. His face was pale, and it was clear he was gravely wounded, but it looked like he would live. 
 
    "I see you were able to save the hostages then." He managed a grin. "Sorry about your grandfather's best friend. I'll tell you he attacked first, but I don't care about that." 
 
    Colt raised his gun and pointed it at Pallop. “He is not my grandfather's best friend. He is my grandfather. You failed to kill him before, and you failed yet again. Except, this time, I am not giving you a third chance. This is the end for you, Pallop.” 
 
    Colt’s hand trembled on the trigger. He knew no one would ever blame him for shooting Pallop right now. The man was the pure embodiment of evil. Yet, as Colt stood in front of the man who just killed his grandfather he realized if he killed Pallop he would just be like him. Killing to satisfy an emotional hole.  
 
    Pallop suddenly began to laugh. A dry hacking sound that possessed no humor whatsoever. “You Brannon’s have always been stubborn. Like roaches that never die. You always find your way back into my life. Well, come on then!" Pallop screamed, spreading his hands. "Shoot me. You won. You have taken it all from me. It's your right." 
 
    Colt's finger trembled on the trigger. He knew no one would ever blame him for shooting Pallop right now. The man was the pure embodiment of evil. Yet, as Colt stood in front of the man who had just shot his grandfather, he realized if he killed Pallop, he would be like him—killing to satisfy an emotional hole.  
 
    "Come on!" Pallop staggered forward. "You don't have the balls then, do you? This is how the world works, Brannon. The strong eat the weak. It is as simple as that. I tried to tell your grandfather that. I tried to show him that we had the power and did not have to play by the rules. You want to be totally free, then you shoot me here. Shoot me, and you'll realize how easy it is." 
 
    Colt shook his head. "No, I'm not killing you." He dropped his gun. "You don't deserve to die. I'm not giving you the escape you want. Instead, I am going to arrest you and take you in. You're going away forever for all the crimes you've committed, and even that wouldn't be punishment enough." 
 
    Colt reached into his pocket for a flex cuff. The instant he took his hand off his gun, Pallop reached down and pulled a gun from an ankle holster. Colt reached for his gun and knew there was no way he would get to it on time. Pallop aimed for his head and smiled at Colt before he pulled the trigger. Suddenly, Pallop spun backward, his body rocking as someone shot him. Colt stared wide-eyed as the gun in Pallop's hand dropped on the deck, and he staggered back and fell into the waters below. Heart pounding, he whirled around and raised his gun, trying to find the shooter. All he saw was the open sea and a dock filled with cargo and containers. The killer could be anywhere. The radio in his pocket squawked alive. 
 
    "Hello, Sheriff…"  
 
    Colt recognized the voice immediately. "Hinds...?" 
 
    "I told you he was mine." 
 
    "You just killed my prisoner," Colt barked. 
 
    "No, I just saved your life. No need to thank me. Besides, I don't think anyone is going to miss him." 
 
    "Where are you?" 
 
    "None of your business," Hinds replied. "And don't bother looking for me. You'll never find me." 
 
    "Hinds?" 
 
    "Goodbye, Sheriff. I hope I never see you again…" 
 
    The radio went silent. Colt walked forward and looked down. He could see blood in the water where Pallop had gone in. Colt had seen him take the shot in the chest. With his knife wound and the freezing water, he knew Pallop was likely dead, and even though earlier he had been prepared to arrest him, Colt realized he was happy Pallop was no longer a threat. Turning around, he went to release the women and children. They would be glad to know the man who tried to kill them was now dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Colt walked into his house and tossed his keys in a bowl.  After the ship's shooting, Colt had led Janice, Michelle, Sandy, and the girls out of the ship. A medic had checked them and confirmed they were all physically fine, except Michelle, who was given painkillers for her swollen jaw. James had also been treated, and Colt was relieved to learn that he would be okay. He walked with a cane now, but he would not need it anymore in a few weeks. Jacob Brannon managed to survive the bullet wound from that night and the general set him up in a V.A Hospital in Washington. Mason Hinds had disappeared, and Colt knew no one was ever going to find him again. 
 
    One thing that still worried Colt was that after days of dragging the water Pallop's body had still not been fished out. Colt had seen Pallop take that bullet to the chest and even though he was fairly certain there was no way he survived the shot a part of him still wondered what if. As for Stradmore, he had agreed to testify against the rest of Pallop's syndicate for a lighter sentence. He was still going away for a long time. Michelle had returned home. From what he had heard, she was thinking of selling the house. He did not blame her. He had barely spoken to her after that day at the ship, except for official inquiries. He had hardly spoken to anyone. His entire team had stayed in Canon City and went to work for him. They remained on reserve status, which meant they could be recalled by the general should the need arise. The team had been debriefed by the general, and afterward, they were all given medals in recognition of their service. The award ceremony had been held that afternoon and even his grandfather got one.  
 
    As for Colt, he could not wait for the ceremony to be fully over before he hightailed it out of there. There was a part of him that did not think it was time to celebrate anything. He still felt numb from all that had happened. James had suggested therapy, and he had fought it at first. Then Janice had convinced him to go. It was too early to say if it was working, but he was glad to have someone to talk to about what happened. James was the one unofficially running the sheriff's office now. Colt just didn't feel like throwing himself back to work. He also refused to take a vacation, as Janice suggested. Time, he told himself as he took a beer from the fridge. Time was all he needed, and he would be okay again. 
 
    He heard a knock at his door and scowled. He knew it was Janice coming to check to see if he was okay again. She was always stopping by with bowls of food and asking him how he was doing. He didn't know how else to convince her he was fine and didn't need her checking up on him. He walked to the door and was surprised to find Michelle standing in his doorway. 
 
    "Michelle…" 
 
    "Colt." She smiled at him. 
 
    He had seen her at the ceremony. She sat with Janice in front. Colt did not pay much attention to who attended the awards ceremony. But he had noticed her. The black gown she wore hugged her figure, and it had lace trimmings at the hems. She also wore a hat and dark shades. She looked stylish, and Colt had been grateful to see her. Then he remembered it did not matter. He did not stay long after the ceremony, so he did not see her again. Now she was standing in front of him.  
 
    "How are you holding up?" 
 
    "Fine…" He suddenly realized he was making her stand outside. "Sorry," he stepped aside, "please come inside." 
 
    She smiled as she walked past him. "I looked for you at the reception and couldn't find you." 
 
    "Didn't feel much like it." He picked up the box of pizza and beer bottles from last night's dinner. "Sorry, I wasn't expecting visitors." 
 
    "I think we've gone through enough that you don't have to see me as a visitor. I mean, you cut a bomb off me," she said with a grin. 
 
    Colt tried to grin and found that he could not. He went to the kitchen and dumped the box of pizza into the trash. The bottle he set aside for recycling. 
 
    "You want anything to drink?" he asked from the doorway of the kitchen. 
 
    "Sure, what do you have?" 
 
    Colt walked to his fridge. "I have beer and… water." 
 
    Michelle chuckled. "I guess water it is then. I'm not staying long, anyway." 
 
    Colt walked back to the living room with a glass of water. She took it and thanked him. Then set it on the table without drinking it. 
 
    After a few seconds of awkward silence, he leaned forward and said, "Janice tells me you are thinking of selling your house." 
 
    Michelle nodded. "Too many bad memories there," she replied. "Haven't found the right buyer, though. My realtor thinks it's because I don't want to sell it. He's probably right." 
 
    Colt looked down in guilt. "Sorry about that." 
 
    Her brows furrowed. "Sorry about what?" 
 
    "Using your house like that and putting you in danger." Colt finally accepted the real reason why he hadn't called her all this while. "You have no idea how much I've beaten myself up over the fact that you almost died because of me. I would have never forgiven myself if…" He shook his head, refusing even to imagine the possibility. "Anyway, I am sorry, and I can promise that I would never intentionally do that again." 
 
    Michelle observed him. She realized her sister was right. This was not just about the fact that he almost lost his grandfather. "So, the next time my sister is in danger, and you need my help, you are not going to call me because you are scared it might put me in danger?" 
 
    "Yes…" Colt paused. "Well, I mean… I guess it would depend on…" 
 
    "Do you think anyone blames you for what happened?" 
 
    Colt clenched his jaws but did not say anything. 
 
    "We are not stupid. We know who the bad guys were and who the good guys were. We don't blame you because not only did you do your best to keep everyone safe, you also risked your life to save us." She leaned towards him and placed a hand on his knee. "You are a hero, Colt." 
 
    "So, you don't think I am at fault?" 
 
    "Of course not." Michelle laughed as she sat down. "I just left a ceremony filled with your townspeople, and they can't stop singing your praise. Their town is safer now because of you." 
 
    "I guess you have a point." Colt sighed. "I keep thinking back to when I took that vest off you. If I had made a single mistake…" 
 
    "You didn't, and I am here now because of you." She sat back, a teasing grin on her face. "Not the way I'd imagined you'd undress me for the first time, but under the circumstances, I'll take it." 
 
    Colt burst into laughter, and as his throat vibrated with the sound, he realized it had been so long since he’d laughed. Michelle laughed too, and finally, they stopped, looking at each other. 
 
    "Is that why you've not called me all this while?" she asked. "Because you think I blame you?" 
 
    "Maybe." Colt cracked a knuckle. "I guess I felt if you wanted to talk to me, you would call me." 
 
    Michelle smiled wryly. "I thought you were blaming me for… You know…" 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    She sighed. "James told us what happened that night. How you had to… leave your grandfather to come and save us." 
 
    "So, you thought that…" 
 
    "You blamed me for him being shot." 
 
    Colt narrowed his eyes. "That doesn't make any sense. Why would I blame you for that? I know whose fault…" He stopped, and a smile appeared on his face. "I guess we both assumed things of the other person, and hearing it now, it all sounds stupid." 
 
    She smiled. "Yes, it does." 
 
    "I can't count how many times I have dialed your number or tried to send you a text." He shook his head. "Every time I remember walking into that room and seeing that bomb on your chest, the one thing that comes back to me is the feeling that if you had died, then we would never go on our dinner date." 
 
    Michelle's gaze deepened. "When you walked into the room, was when I admitted to myself that I loved you. And when you ran to the window with that bloody vest, and I knew we were going to live, I prayed our first dinner went well and that you loved me because it would suck to be in love with a man that didn't love you back." 
 
    "Michelle…" 
 
    "I have a big mouth, I know." She flexed her jaw, and Colt's face stiffened when he remembered what Pallop had said about her. "Don't worry. You do not have to say it back. You don't even have to think about it." 
 
    "I don't need to think about it." Colt got up and walked over to her. He went to his knees beside her. "Somewhere in the middle of this ugly Pallop business, I realized how much I enjoyed talking to you. It was like you were my one oasis of peace in the middle of the storm. I don't need dinner to tell me that I love you. I already know that." 
 
    She stared into his eyes. There were still demons inside them. Things he needed to work through and some he needed to walk over but to know he was willing to have her by his side made her giddy with joy. 
 
    "Kiss me," she said, placing her hand on his chest. "Kiss me now and then take me to dinner. Make me laugh, then bring me back here and undress me properly this time." 
 
    Colt did not need to think long before deciding he had never received a better offer in his life. Leaning down, he kissed her. And as their lips met, he realized that even though the sadness from almost losing his grandfather again would never be filled, his heart had never felt this full before. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    It had been a year since Michelle and Colt's first night together. He could not believe she had moved here. She had taken a job at one of the hospitals in Pueblo. He had found a property to buy and the house would be finished in two weeks. Ten acres in north Canon on York Street. He had a two-story log house built with a full basement, two-car garage, and three-car detached garage. Colt had built a barn and a corral north of the house and a tunnel from the house to a secure secret room in the barn. 
 
     Michelle designed the kitchen the way she wanted it. The kitchen was a large open concept, with a double farmhouse sink, a large island with a built-in grill, and a stove directly behind. She had the pot filler spout for water directly above the stove. The cabinets were custom built knotty oak, and all the bedrooms had the same special touch.  
 
    Colt had finished the basement. He could have his man cave there, for now, she said. It had a bathroom. There was another secure room and like the one in his grandfather’s living room, it was covered by a bookshelf. However, when he scanned into this one, it opened to a secure room directly linked to Washington. The walls were lined with guns and equipment and the room linked to the escape tunnel. To anyone outside, the house looked like any other lovely four-bedroom, three bath home. True to his word, the general had covered the cost to outfit the house. 
 
    Colt and the team had been called up twice for small missions. The department was running smoothly. Commander Smith had come into his own and was impressing Colt daily. Meyers was back working and had been promoted to Sergeant and Right to Lieutenant. Colt made it a personal policy to promote anyone shot in the line of duty. As he figured they would, Allen, Slaters and Collins all resigned a few weeks after the shooting on the ship.  
 
    The sound of music pulled Colt out of his thoughts and he looked down the aisle to see Michelle walking towards him. She looked stunning in her white dress. Today was his wedding day. Colt had never believed he would find the one woman he could not imagine being without. Yet here she was walking to him. The reception hall was full of friends and colleagues. Smith and his wife Becky, who had only been married a month. Myers and his wife were there. The girls had all stayed close after the ordeal. The whole team was there, of course. James was his best man. Jacob was a groomsman. It was a perfect day. 
 
    And it got better the moment the pastor said, “You may now kiss the bride.” 
 
    During the reception, Colt watched Michelle and Janice hold court with the other officers’ wives, grinning every time she raised her head and looked at him. 
 
    James walked up to him. “Jesus, don’t tell me this is how sappy I looked on my wedding day.” 
 
    Colt did not even care. “I doubt it. I don’t think any man has ever been as happy as I am right now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” James snorted. “I’ll check back again when you have to go curtain shopping or pick out paint for the windowsills.” He raised the phone in his hand. “It’s the general.” 
 
    Colt took the phone from him, imagining the general was calling to congratulate him.  
 
    “Sir, you realize it's my wedding day, right?” 
 
    The general said, “I know that, and it's why I am calling. Have you chosen a honeymoon stop yet?” 
 
    Colt’s brows furrowed. “I have.” 
 
    “You told her where already?” 
 
    “No, it’s going to be a surprise.” He paused. “Wait, what is with the twenty questions, sir?” 
 
    “Since you have not told her yet,” the general continued, “I have two first-class round-trip tickets to an all-inclusive resort for the both of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” he said hesitantly. “Where are we going?”  
 
    “I am sending you to Bali.”  
 
    Colt’s eyes widened. “Well, thank you, sir.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet. See, this gift is twofold.” 
 
    The scowl returned to Colt’s face. “How?”  
 
    “I need you to finish a job. There is someone a few miles from your honeymoon resort that I need you to eliminate.” 
 
    “You realize this is my honeymoon we are talking about, sir?” he growled into the phone, turning his back to the crowd.  
 
    Beside him, James was starting to look concerned. “Colt, what the hell is going on?” he whispered. 
 
    “Sir?” Colt said when the general was silent for a few moments. 
 
    The general took a deep breath. “The owner of the residence is Pallop. Seems he didn’t die on the ship that day. Bastard has always been tougher than we knew.” 
 
    Colt heard Pallop’s name and felt his blood run cold. He remembered peeling that bomb off his wife. He remembered watching as the paramedics fought to save his grandfather. He remembered the initial worries as they waited for news about James’s leg. He turned around and found Jacob and Michelle slow dancing in the middle of the room.  
 
    “I’ll take the job. I assume my plane tickets are already on their way.” 
 
    “My man is waiting outside the venue.” There was a small pause, before the general continued. “Once again, thank you for your service to your country. And congratulations on your wedding.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, James and Janice drove Colt and Michelle to the airport. 
 
    “Now will you tell me where we are going?” she asked, as the four of them walked into the airport terminal. “Pack a lot of swimsuits is not as helpful as you think it is.” 
 
    Colt grinned at her. “Bali, baby. We are going on an all-inclusive first-class trip to Bali for our honeymoon, courtesy of the general.” 
 
    Michelle whooped and leaned in for a quick kiss, the diamond on her wedding ring winking as she cupped his face.  
 
    “Alright, I forgive you for torturing me all night.” 
 
    Janice turned to James who was struggling with a few of Michelle’s bags. “When did we last go away on vacation, James?” 
 
    James scoffed. “When did we last get married?”  
 
    “One week in Miami is not the same thing as Bali, James.” 
 
    He glared at Colt. “You see what you caused now.” 
 
    Colt chuckled and held Michelle closer. They checked their luggage and said goodbye to James and Janice at security. They held hands like two kids leaving a movie together for the first time. For Colt, life couldn’t be better. They boarded their plane and were shown to their first-class seats. It was an eighteen-hour flight and they got pretty comfortable.  
 
    When they landed, there was a car waiting to take them to the resort. As they drove, Michelle commented about the beautiful trees, the white sand, and how blue the ocean looked. Colt smiled. He was so pleased she was enjoying herself. They checked into their cabin at the resort. It was a two-bedroom bungalow, fully furnished and very private. The sea was about three hundred yards away and there were two lounge chairs waiting for them on the beach.   
 
    Colt pulled Michelle close to him and smiled into her eyes. “What would you like to do first, Mrs. Brannon?” 
 
    She grinned back at him and bit her lower lip. “First, I want to make love to you. Then get some rest and wake up with you in my arms. Then we make love again. Then we have dinner early, walk on the beach, come back here, and…” 
 
    “Let me guess, make love to you?” 
 
    She kissed him. “See, I knew I married a smart man.” 
 
    Colt grinned as he picked her up. “And I married the most beautiful woman in the world.” 
 
    Then he carried her into the bedroom and gave her everything she asked for. The next morning, Colt was sitting on the porch to the cabin, a cup of coffee in his hand, watching the ocean and lost in thought, when Michelle came out of the bedroom.  
 
    He turned around to grin at her. “Good morning, sleepy head.”  
 
    She leaned down to kiss him and then took a sip of his coffee before wiggling into his lap. 
 
    “I am on vacation. I don't have to do anything early.”  
 
    Colt leaned back so she could rest again. “You do have to be awake early tomorrow though. I booked you an all-day spay treatment starting at nine.” 
 
    “And what would you be doing?” 
 
    “Taking a jeep excursion of the island.” 
 
    She scowled and shook her head. “Yeah, I’m on vacation. Anything I can’t do on my back, count me out.” 
 
    Colt chuckled. “How about a stroll around the beach this afternoon? I’ll carry you on my back if you want.” 
 
    She grinned and nodded. “Sounds perfect to me.” 
 
    A few hours later Michelle was dressed in a tank top and shorts and they headed out to explore the town. They were walking on the beach when she pointed to a sign that said, “scuba diving.”  
 
    “Do you know how to scuba dive?” Colt asked her. 
 
    Michelle nodded. “I am certified, actually.” 
 
    “As am I.” 
 
    “Would you like to go?” She was already pulling him towards the shed as she asked. 
 
    Colt shrugged. “Sure,” he said. 
 
    Colt booked a boat, and they went offshore about three miles. The captain told them there were wrecks to dive for here. It was only about eighty feet deep. They geared up and after an equipment check were told they were good to go. Michelle and Colt jumped in the water, gave the okay sign again, and started their descent. The water was a crisp blue, and they could see the wrecks easily. It looked like they could touch them.  
 
    Colt looked at his computer, and they were only at twenty feet. That is how clear this water is, he thought.  
 
    They talked and swam around. Michelle pointed out the different fish and she got all excited when she saw an octopus moving around the rocks. Colt checked the regulators and after about forty-five minutes in the water indicated that they should return to the surface. They climbed onto the boat, stowed their gear, and enjoyed the ocean breeze in their faces on the boat ride back to the dock. 
 
    After the ride, they thanked their captain and Colt tipped him an extra one hundred dollars. The grateful captain happily recommended a good place for lunch.  
 
    “Best food on the island,” he said with the motion of a chef’s kiss.  
 
    After lunch, Colt took her back to the house where they spent the rest of the day making love. The next morning Colt walked Michelle to the spa and gave her a warm, loving kiss at the door. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the afternoon,” he promised. 
 
    He stopped by the room where he pulled out a little device Chong had made for him. Colt arrived at the Jeep tour shop and asked for Pasture. An old man stepped out from behind the counter. 
 
    “Are you Brannon?” 
 
    Colt nodded.  
 
    I am Pasture, he shook Colt’s hand. “The general told me you’d be coming. Come on, I got a jeep already loaded for you.” 
 
    Colt sat next to Pasture in front. As they went into the jungle and up the trail, Colt asked Pasture how he knew the general.  
 
    Pasture had one hand on the steering wheel and drove with the ease of a man who knew every bump and twist of the trail. 
 
    “We served together a long time ago. Occasionally, he will reach out, and ask me to do him a favor.”  
 
    “How much farther do we have to go?” Colt asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “About an hour,” Pasture replied. “Then you will have a half-mile uphill hike. Get to the top of the hill and you have got a clear view for a mile. The residence is pretty easy to spot since it’s the only one up there.” 
 
    Colt nodded. As they rode, he marveled at the amazing scenery in front of him. The ride was bumpy as hell, though. When they stopped, Pasture pointed out the hill. Colt looked in the direction he was pointing. It was steep, but the vines and trees would make it easier to ascend. Colt unpacked the gear. He took the rifle and inspected it. He transferred it from the hard case to a rifle case with straps. He strapped it onto his back and walked towards the steep slope. 
 
     Colt made short work of the climb. As he reached the top, he saw the residence. A single two-story building. There were a few guards around it and Colt knew that trying to break into the house would be exceedingly difficult. It was almost impossible to approach it without being spotted. Good thing he had no plans to go anywhere near the house. 
 
    Colt stayed in the cover of the trees. He opened the rifle case and screwed the extension onto the front of the scope, ensuring the sun would not reflect off the lens. Colt took a soft pouch from the case and slid it onto his left wrist. He opened another pouch and pulled out ten rounds of Nosler match ammo with a three hundred grain bullet. Colt placed five rounds in the rifle magazine and five rounds in the soft pouch on his wrist. He opened another pouch and pulled out a range finder. Colt looked around the area. He saw a spot where he believed he could take the best shot and moved there. 
 
    He took up a prone position and crawled to see the whole residence. Once Colt was in position, he ranged the distance; it was seventeen hundred and twelve yards, just under a mile. Colt looked at the branches of the surrounding trees the wind was at about one mile-per-hour from the west. He would need to hold pretty much dead on.  
 
    Colt took out the device Chong had made for him and turned it on. The device started scanning. It had a range of two miles, and it started displaying numbers. Colt pulled out the burner phone and put his Bluetooth earpiece in his ear. He dialed the number on the phone number locater, as Chong called it. Colt sighted through the scope as the phone rang. He saw someone come out of the house and walk over to the table by the pool to pick up the phone. He knew instantly that it was Pallop. He had gotten fatter and shaved off his beard, but Colt knew. Pallop also seemed to be walking with a slight limp and he lowered himself to the deck chair beside him as he raised the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    If Colt had a doubt before, hearing Pallop’s voice was all the confirmation he needed. 
 
    “Hello, Pallop.” 
 
    Colt watched Pallop immediately look around him. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “I think you know. Hell, I bet you’ve spent every waking moment of the past year wondering when this was going to happen.” 
 
    “Brannon…” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me.” 
 
    Pallop looked around, a look of fear on his face. Then after reassuring himself that no one was breaching his house relaxed in his chair.  
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    Colt stared into his scope and placed the crosshairs on Pallop’s head. “That is none of your business. Just know that this time I’m going to make sure you are dead.” 
 
    Pallop chuckled, his eyes moving to the two guards at the entrance to the pool. “You have to catch me first, Brannon. Except that would never happen. I can afford to move anytime I want. I will die an old man before you find me.” 
 
    “You are already an old man and you can’t run faster than my bullet this time.” He saw the look of fear reappear on Pallop’s face and loved it. “Come on, Pallop. You are old but not stupid. You used to be in the military. Where is the one place you know a sniper would choose to get the perfect bead on you?” 
 
    Pallop’s head jerked up and his gaze immediately landed on Colt. Colt knew that from this distance he would be nothing more than a speck to Pallop. It didn’t matter. Looking through the scope, his gaze clashed with Pallop, and he saw the instant the other man knew this was the end. Colt took a deep breath, let it out, and when he felt the natural breathing pause, he pressed the trigger. 
 
    “Goodbye,” he muttered as he felt the rifle kick in his hand. 
 
    He continued watching through the scope as the bullet traveled through the air and found its target. Pallop's head jerked sideways. His body dropped from where he was sitting and he fell to the floor, blood leaking into the pool below him. Colt remembered a reporter asking a sniper once what was the last thing he felt when he shot someone, and Colt realized the answer he gave was correct. The last thing he felt was the recoil of the rifle. He stood up, walked back to the rifle case, packed everything up, and headed back down the steep slope. He got to the jeep, and found Pasture leaning against it. 
 
    “How was the view?” Pasture asked as he sat behind the wheel. 
 
    “Terrific,” Colt replied, staring outside his window. 
 
    They drove back down the trail. About halfway down, Pasture stopped the jeep. He took the rifle from the case and headed into the jungle. Colt jumped out of the jeep and followed him. Pasture stopped and tossed the rifle into a hole. Colt walked over and investigated the hole. He felt heat rising out of it. 
 
    “This island is a volcano,” Pasture explained. “This is a steam cavern that goes straight down to the molten core.” 
 
    Colt nodded in understanding. “Thank you.” 
 
    They walked back to the jeep. Colt asked to drive, and Pasture tossed the key to him. They got back to the shop and Colt paid for his tour. He made sure to tip Pasture handsomely, even though he knew the general was probably still going to pay him. On his way back to the resort he took out a disposable phone and called the general. 
 
    “It’s done,” he said when the general answered. 
 
    “Good. Enjoy the rest of your honeymoon.” 
 
    Colt ended the call and slipped the phone back in his pocket. He was waiting outside the spa when Michelle walked out. She found him deep in thought and became concerned.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    He raised his head and a smile appeared on his face as soon as he saw her. He pulled her close and kissed her. Michelle kissed him right back, not minding when he pulled her tight to his body and hugged her hard.  
 
    “Everything is right in the world now that you are here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Colt and Michelle had been home for a month, getting settled into their new house and their lives as husband and wife. As they ate breakfast one morning, Michelle told Colt she would be taking the afternoon shift at the hospital. 
 
    Colt nodded as he took a sip of his coffee. “I have a meeting with the commissioners today. I should be free at about eleven if you want to have lunch together.” 
 
    “I would love to, but Janice passed her boards. This is her first official day as a nurse, and I am taking her out for lunch.”  
 
    “That’s great. Tell her hi for me and remind her about the barbecue this weekend.” He got up and carried his cup to the sink. “Since you’ll be coming home late tonight, I might head out and do a little campaigning. Sheriff’s election is in six months. Since we are back and settled, I need to get serious if I want to win this election.” 
 
    She grinned as she kissed him. “Yes, Colt. Six months. You still have plenty of time and we both know you are the favorite to win.” 
 
    “Still not a reason to get complacent.” 
 
    “Colt, there is something I need to tell you.” 
 
    There was something about the way she called him that made him snap to attention. “What is it?”  
 
    “I have just been a little nervous about it.” 
 
    “I hope you know you can tell me anything.” 
 
    Michelle nodded. “I do. It's just you can't tell James yet, okay?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Janice is pregnant. She is going to tell him this weekend. She is six weeks along.”  
 
    Colt’s eyes widened. “I'm going be an uncle?” 
 
    “Not just an uncle…” She suddenly looked a little unsure of herself and Colt placed a hand around her waist to reassure her. “Not just an uncle, you are also going to be a dad.” 
 
    Colt staggered, his hand gripping the kitchen table, so he didn’t crash to the floor. He looked at Michelle, almost as if he needed to know she was not pulling his leg. 
 
    “I am going to be a dad?” His voice shook as he reached out and placed a hand on his belly, a look of reverence in the eyes that now gazed on his wife. “I am…” 
 
    Michelle nodded, tears rolling down her eyes. “I think it happened on the island seeing as I am about four weeks along.” 
 
    “You have no idea how happy you just made me,” Colt said, taking her into his arms. 
 
    “So, you are not upset?” 
 
    He frowned. “Upset? Why would I…” He shook his head. “Every single second of every minute I’ve spent with you, I always believe there is no way I could be any happier. And yet, you always find a way to do it. And I am promising you, Michelle, that I am going to be the best father to that baby.” 
 
    She grinned. “I never doubted that for even a minute.” 
 
    She leaned up and kissed him and he kissed her back softly. 
 
    “So, what are the things I need to do? We need to turn one of the bedrooms into a nursery. Repaint it and stuff.” He looked around the kitchen. “Then we need to childproof the house and buy diapers.” He suddenly looked worried. “I don’t know how to change a diaper. Wait, is there a school for things like that? Oh, and you… Are you sure you should still be going to work? I mean…” 
 
    Michelle burst into laughter. “I am only four weeks pregnant, Colt. I am fine to go to work, and all those other things we will take care of later.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “Now, go to work. You have that meeting with the commissioner coming up and right now this baby needs you to keep your job.” 
 
    Colt nodded and kissed her. “Keep your phone on, okay? I’ll be calling.” 
 
    Michelle nodded and watched as her husband went to work, a bounce in his steps. 
 
    A few hours later, Colt walked into the commissioner's chambers. They welcomed him and allowed him to sit down.  
 
    Sampson spoke first. “Colt, the reason we asked you in here is that we received a rather large check today. We are wondering if you could shed some light on it.”  
 
    “How much was it?” Colt asked.  
 
    “About one hundred and fifty million dollars.” 
 
    Colt nodded “That would be ten percent of the money we recovered from Pallop in the county.” 
 
    “So, this money, is it all for your department?”  
 
    Colt shook his head. “It now goes to the government coffers, but a good portion of it needs to go to the department that helped bring it in.” 
 
    “How much?”  
 
    “About sixty-five percent would be okay. However, it can be stretched out over some time. It can be used to supplement the approved budget but can't replace the budget.” 
 
    “I see.” Sampson nodded. “What is the rest to be used for?”  
 
    Colt shrugged. “That’s your call. Just know you will have to justify how you spent the money.” 
 
    Sampson nodded. “We understand. Thank you for your diligent work thus far.” He looked around the table at the rest of the commissioners before continuing. “The other reason we asked you to come in has to do with the sheriff’s election. While auditing the candidates' campaign funds for sheriff the State Treasury found that your opponent received funds from questionable sources outside our county. He has been disqualified from running and since it is now too late for anyone to step forward as a new candidate you will be the next sheriff.”  
 
    Colt was surprised but managed to keep himself contained. “That is good news for me, I guess. Thank you.”  
 
    “Congratulations, Sheriff.” Sampson waited for everyone around the table to applaud Colt before he continued. “Now, do you have anything for us?” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “No, not at this time. Next week, I would like to sit down and discuss replacing the current fleet of vehicles used by my office.” 
 
    Sampson nodded. “I think we can now afford to do that.”  
 
    Colt gave him a small smile. “Thank you. See you next week.” 
 
    Colt walked into the sheriff's office and motioned for James to come into his office. 
 
    “You look like you’re in a good mood,” James said as he walked in. 
 
    “My opponent just got disqualified in the election for receiving questionable funds. Since it is too close to the election for a new candidate to step forward, I will be the sheriff for the next four years.” 
 
    “Wow.” James was amazed. “That’s great news. Now you don’t even have to stress yourself campaigning.” 
 
    Colt nodded. “That is not all. The county also received their ten percent, and they just approved replacing our fleet of vehicles.”  
 
    “Alright, this is starting to look like the best day we’ve had in this town.” 
 
    Colt grinned, remembering the news Michelle had shared with him that morning. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s tell the team the good news.” 
 
    Colt nodded and got to his feet. “Just stick to the sheriff news. I don’t want them to know about getting new vehicles yet or Blackburn will start asking for a tank or something.” 
 
    They both laughed as they walked out of the office together.  
 
    The End 
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    Colt parked his truck and closed the garage door. The house was unusually quiet, and he reminded himself to call Michelle as soon as he sat down. She and her sister, Janice, were in Denver on an overnight shopping trip for the babies. Janice and Michelle were both due in a couple of months and Colt had never felt both ecstatic and anxious at the same time.  
 
    He walked into the kitchen from the garage and reached for the light switch. He felt the strange presence in the room an instant before his assailant attempted to wrap an arm around his neck. Colt immediately dropped to a low stance and was about to kick out with his legs when he felt a huge blow to the back of his head and his vision went dark. 
 
    When he woke up, he was sitting in a small room with his hands tied behind his back. There was nothing else in the room apart from a second chair. He wiggled his arms and winced, his bounds too tight. He was trying to see if he could loosen it a little when he heard footsteps outside the door. He let his head fall and pretended to still be unconscious. The door swung open and he heard two different footsteps. Suddenly, water was dumped on his head and he sat up with a gasp. He raised his head and saw two men standing in front of him. They were both tall and huge, peeking from beneath their sleeves and above the collars of their shirts. 
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Who we are is not your concern, Sheriff.” They spoke with an accent Colt immediately placed as Russian. “What we want is what you should be worrying about.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “To move our shipment through your town, Sheriff,” one of the men, the taller one, said as he moved close to Colt and leaned close to his face. “See, every couple of weeks or months, I’m going to have shipments coming in to your town and going out. You are going to make sure it all runs smoothly.” 
 
    Colt scoffed. “I just cleaned up this town. You only get to turn it dirty over my dead body.” 
 
    There was a snort from the other man and Colt got the sense the one closer to him was his superior. 
 
    “Now, Sheriff, we know you don’t mind dying. You’re a man. A strong man. But how about that pretty wife, eh?” He got to his feet and folded his hands behind his back. “Pregnant women, eh? Nothing makes a woman more beautiful than the glow of pregnancy. Would be a terrible shame if she gets into an accident now, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Colt lunged at him, forgetting he was held back and growled when he was jerked back by the rope. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let me go and never show up in my town again.” 
 
    The men chuckled.  
 
    “We’ll leave you to really think about it.” 
 
    The shorter man dropped a paper on the floor next to Colt. “Maybe a picture of your wife will help you think clearly.” 
 
    Colt looked down at the picture. It was Michelle standing in front of a rack of baby clothes. Colt recognized the shirt she was wearing. He had watched her pack that shirt in a bag that morning, a few minutes before she’d kissed him goodbye. His vision turned red and he clenched his fists, rage sparking an adrenaline surge in him. His legs were free, and he stretched them out. He felt along his waistline, not surprised that they had taken his gun and had even found the backup piece he hid in his ankle holster. Still, they had not found everything.  
 
    He wiggled around until he could touch his belt. No one served in the Marines without coming away with a few tricks. His thumb felt along the belt until he found what he was looking for. A special slit that had been sewn into it. He checked and was relieved to find that the knife still there. He used his thumb and forefinger to pull the blade free. Once it was free, he twisted his hand and slowly began to saw at the rope that bound him. It was awkward and painful, but he finally cut the rope and he pulled his arms free. He rose to his feet and picked up the picture of Michelle on the floor. She was smiling at someone outside the frame, probably Janice. He stared at it for a few seconds before folding it and tucking it in his pocket. Then he walked to the door. 
 
    The door had been locked from outside and he knew any attempt to break it down would be futile. It was made of solid metal. He walked back into the room and climbed on the chair to unscrew the light bulb. Then he crouched behind the door, lying in wait for his abductors. It was hard to tell how long he waited since his watch had also been taken, but he finally heard footsteps. 
 
    “I think the light bulb is out,” one of the men said. 
 
    Colt heard the sound of the lock being turned and gripped his knife tightly.  As soon as the door swung shut and the first man stepped in, Colt grabbed him and pulled him into the room. He sliced at his throat with the knife in his other hand, the strike fast and accurate. He let the body drop to the floor and was on the second man before he could get to his gun. Colt wrapped his arm around his neck and pushed his knife on his throat. 
 
    “Drop the gun,” he said. 
 
    The man dropped the gun. Colt kicked it away and pulled him deeper into the room, dragging him over the dead body of his partner. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    He grunted when Colt squeezed tighter around his throat. “Drago Dechanko…” 
 
    Colt looked at the two men. “You look like grunts. Who sent you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Colt pushed his blade deeper into his skin until he spilled blood. “They tell us to get you and bring you here. They tell us what to say to you and to show you that picture.” 
 
    “Who is ‘they’? The Russian Mob?” Colt pushed him against the wall and walked over to the gun. “You Russian?” he asked, pointing the gun at him. 
 
    “Czechoslovakia,” he answered, scowling at Colt. “Look, I don’t know anything. I just do what they tell me.” 
 
    “Who else is here?” 
 
    “No one. Just me and…” He looked at the dead body of his partner. 
 
    “Where are my things?” Colt asked. 
 
    “In the next room.” 
 
    Colt walked over to him and dragged him, pushing the gun in his back. “Take me to it then.” 
 
    Colt gathered his things and cuffed Drago to a chair in the room. He searched Drago and found a phone, a little cash, and a pack of cigarettes with two sticks missing. He was pushing his gun back in his ankle holster when Drago spoke up. 
 
    “They have someone watching her.” Colt turned and faced him. “Your wife… The woman in the picture. They said to keep you here until tomorrow morning. If they don’t find you when they come, the woman…” 
 
    He didn’t need to complete his statement. Colt knew what he meant. He thought about his options and after a few moments he picked up his phone and sent a text to Chong. 
 
    ‘Track my phone, find out where I am and bring the team.’ 
 
    He signed the message Falcon, knowing Chong would understand this meant to bring hell with him. Colt sat on the chair in front of Drago, his gun held loosely in his hand. He reached for the back of his hand, scowling at Drago when he felt the painful knot there.  
 
    “Now, you are going to do everything I say, or I’ll arrange a fast reunion with your friend. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Drago nodded.  
 
    “Good. This is what we are going to do…” 
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