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THE VILLAGE OF SALT Pines, Arizona, resided between dreamy pine peaks and unfathomable horrors. This desolate range of wildlife trails, snowcapped mountains, rivers and lakes, forgotten mines, and a reservation harbored a landscape with a terrible secret. A secret only family was allowed to know. 

Out there lingered the Kurst inheritance. 

Out there lie a few rest stops away from claiming its next victim. 

As she sat outside admiring the landscape, she ate her lunch. Before the next bite, her phone rang. She recognized the number. With hesitation and some foreboding, she answered the call. “What?” 

“What do you mean, what? You’re not going, Karen? It’s six figures.” A man sputtered. “This isn’t like you.” 

“What are you? My work pimp?” She fought back tears with sarcasm. “I need a break, so I gave the assignment to Hadley. He should be boasting about it all over the office.” 

“Why do you think that I’m calling? Jared Hadley isn’t you. Don’t do this to me. Haven’t I been a good editor?”

“You have been, Josh, and I am grateful.” She placed her sandwich on the wrappings it came in next to her. She perched on a gray concrete block, encapsulating a rest stop planter. Her feet dangled an inch above a tan, crushed rock pathway. 

“But?”

“But I have family business in Arizona.” She nodded. 

Josh seemed puzzled. “I thought your grandmother died six months ago?” 

“She did, but a stipulation in the will states I must live on the property within the year, or I forfeit the property to charity or next of kin.” 

“Okay, but you left a few items in my office. I’ll send them on to you.” 

“Thank you. I will forward you my address as soon as I get there.” 

“Very well. Take care of yourself. And call me if you need anything. Anything at all. I mean it.” 

“I will. Bye, Josh.” She picked up her sandwich in anticipation of another bite, but her emotions surfaced. Goodbyes, especially to an old friend, were tough. 

“Bye, Karen.” The phone line clicked. 

As she sat looking at the picturesque scenery of purple mountain’s majesty, she wept. Each bite of her sandwich was laced with her salty tears until she lost her appetite. She trashed her meal and walked to her car. 

Before she opened the driver’s door, she glanced at the grandeur of the landscape. She relished the serenity surrounding the rocks and plants. Breathing in the fresh desert air, she admired the deep blue sky. 

She wanted this. 

She needed this. 

Even if her wants and needs meant she had to drive eight hours east from Sky Harbor airport, then she would do it. She slipped into the driver’s seat and turned over the engine. After securing her safety belt, she backed out and next drove onto an extension road.  

*****
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On the eastern edge of the Tonto National Forest, her grandmother’s property waited. With no posted highway directions, she was uncertain where she was. She expected an official roadside notification at least five miles back. 

The sun had set behind the mountains. Afternoon became evening with the fading of the light. One by one, the rays that brought day disappeared past the veil into night. 

Without streetlights, her visibility was zero. She wished she had beaten the sunset there for several reasons. Melted snow frozen on the black asphalt was one of them. As if she jinxed herself, her compact sedan slid across the highway. She moved the steering wheel with the fishtail, but to no avail. Her car smacked into a mound of fresh powder. 

“Great.” She put the car into park, turned off her headlights, and flipped on the hazards. She knew not to aggravate the situation. She could lose motor functions if she revved the engine or spun her wheels. The best action was inaction until assistance arrived. 

Next, she pulled out her cellular phone. “No bars.” 

On a desolate highway with no streetlamps, waiting became the game. She had packed her scuba gear, snow pants, and brought plenty of snacks. She could wait until dawn for a tow. 

After thirty-minutes of staring at her phone for a signal, a police unit came up to her driver’s side window. She rolled down hers with a push of the button, and the officer did the same for his passenger side. 

“Do you need some help?” The man triggered his interior lights. 

She smiled. “That would be appreciated.” 

“I’ll give you a pull.” 

“Thank you.” She rolled her window up to a small crack so she could hear him, but keep most of the cold outside. 

“Put it in neutral.” The officer busied himself with his task. 

With a cable hooked to her car and his hitch, he guided her automobile out of the embankment and back onto the highway. After she was free from the snow, he unhitched her and escorted her down the road to the police station. It was no more than a quarter of a mile around the bend. 

After he drove to the building, he parked. She parked alongside his police unit. Each departed their vehicles for the warmth of central heating.

Both met at the station’s doors. 

“Thanks for helping me out of that snowdrift.” Karen offered her hand to the officer. 

“You’re welcome.” He shook her hand in return. “Come inside for some hot coffee and then you can tell me why you’re traveling on slick roads in the dark.” 

“Deal.” Karen nodded. 

He pushed the glass door open. “Ladies, first.”  
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As they sat in a heated office, he provided her with a ceramic mug of coffee. The coffeemaker was behind his chair. He slid a full cup across the top of his desk. “Milk, sugar?” 

She glanced around the four walls. There were some law enforcement posters in frames hanging on the wall, but the rest of the office was stark. No name plate. No awards. No degrees.  

“No, I need undiluted hot water to thaw out.” With a reach, she grasped the hot container in both of her hands. Next, she sipped the liquid. The heat flooded her mouth and swished into her stomach. She felt the ride of the coffee that made her body’s temperature rise. 

When she sighed in relief, the officer nodded. “Where are you headed?” 

“Salt Pines.”

“You’ve arrived.” 

“Really? Great lack of street lights, and the non-signage policy.” 

“Monsoon storm took our signs out and destroyed the main street circuit box in July. The technology of light will be fixed this spring. Someone said that they found our town’s welcome sign in a tree trunk in New Mexico. We’re waiting for a new one in the mail.” 

“Gotcha.” A part of Karen really wanted to see a picture of their town signage poking out of some random tree in another state, but her sense of humor was weird that way. “Watch out for the monsoon.” 

“Do you need a motel room? I can wake the innkeeper.” 

“Thanks, but I’m headed to my grandmother’s cabin.” She pointed in a random direction.  

“Your grandmother? She’s from around here?” 

“Was. Martha Hairston Kurst. I’m her granddaughter, Karen Kurst.” 

“Cursed?” 

“Feels like it sometimes.” 

“No, that’s not what I meant.” He placed his cup down on the desktop. “I knew your grandmother. She was a nice lady. I’m sorry about her passing.” 
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