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It was a
bright morning in Hazelrock, Alabama. A perfect day to rile the
local criminal types and watch them react.

Adam
closed his eyes as he bit into the pie. The diner was thankfully
quiet enough that he didn’t have to focus on blocking out the
ambient sound. At this time of morning, the place served as a
drop-in centre for the elderly, besides himself and a kid trying to
ease out of a hangover. And, being honest, he might be overly
generous in excluding himself.

He let
the taste permeate, then opened his eyes. He wasn’t here just for
the pie, and might have to return another time to properly enjoy
it.

His seat
offered an unobstructed view of the main street as it passed
through town. Only a few cars were currently mobile, and those
sluggish, mirroring the current downtrodden character of
Hazelrock.

He took
his time finishing the pie. It was important not to rush the good
things. The bad lingered of their own accord, so why the hell
not.

The pie
only lasted so long, but at least business hadn’t intruded before
he finished. That’d have been irritating.

‘Everything okay, honey?’ asked the waitress. April, if he
trusted the name tag. A friendly smile creased her tired face. It
seemed genuine. Less a forced pleasantry to encourage repeat
custom, as a determination not to let life win.

‘Fine,’ said Adam. ‘That might be the second best apple pie
I’ve ever tasted.’

April
raised an eyebrow. ‘Only second? I hope the first was your
mother’s, else I might take offence.’

‘Afraid not. Had a perfect apple pie in a small restaurant in
Athens. I’d eaten elsewhere, but they didn’t do desserts. I had a
craving though, so found one with a nice display case of
delicacies. Their apple pie was heavenly. Just the right amount of
cinnamon. Like yours. Though I suspect yours also has a little
something extra.’

‘I do like cinnamon,’ said April. ‘But the extra’s a secret.
How’d theirs beat ours?’

‘Possibly only in memory. But I keep searching for a match,
and this may be the closest I’ve found. My compliments to the
chef.’

April
inclined her head. ‘Much obliged.’

‘You made it?’

‘Yup. Got a few apple trees out back of my place. About the
only things that grow there don’t need tending. And I enjoy
baking.’

‘You’re good at it.’

‘But only second best. To someone in Georgia. Or did you mean
in Greece?’

Adam
smiled. ‘Greece. Second best so far. I may need to try again in a
couple of days. Give it a proper chance to settle in.’

‘A world traveller, then?’

‘Not so much these days,’ said Adam. ‘I find there’s plenty of
interesting stuff to see here at home.’

April
glanced out the window, then back to him, her expression doubtful.
‘I guess interesting’s a matter of perspective.’

‘So many things are.’

‘Can’t say I can think of anything of interest to bring you to
our town,’ said April.

‘I have stuff to do in Huntsville.’ He glanced at the cell
phone by the plate. ‘I prefer staying in towns rather than cities.
I find they have an easier pace to them.’

‘And better pie,’ said April.

Adam
smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘Anything else I can get you?’

‘I’m fine with this,’ he tapped the glass of water. ‘Don’t
want to contaminate the aftertaste. Thanks.’

April
took the plate. ‘Then I hope you find something of interest
hereabouts to make your stay pleasant.’

‘I usually find something to occupy me.’

She
returned the plate to the kitchen and joined the other three
waitresses chatting and waiting for a flood of customers he doubted
happened often. The owner must be sentimental, to employ so many in
this economy.

The
diner matched the faded appearance of the rest of town. While
redecoration might be out of their budget, they’d cleaned the place
with a vengeance. A shame they didn’t do the same for the
clientele, but that’d be a different kind of service.

Adam’s
attention returned to the streets. What movement occurred out there
at least offered some distraction as he waited.

After a
couple of minutes, a familiar van appeared. They were
punctual.

Adam
pulled up a number on his cell and watched the van slow as it
approached the junction.

He hit
dial as the van prepared to turn. The lights were with them, and
he’d tested the time for call connections from the area.

The van
took the corner at a reasonable speed, turning onto the main
street. When the inside tyre blew, its momentum sent it careening
before crashing into a couple of parked cars.

A hush
of shock settled over the diner. Those few seconds as everyone
looked about, saw what’d happened, then confirmed to themselves
it’d actually happened.

April
and a couple of waitresses wandered to the front window for a
closer look, as some pedestrians shook aside their shock and moved
to check on the van’s occupants.

Both
driver and passenger seemed shaken as they emerged. The driver
looked to be in his mid-fifties and vaguely irritated at the
accident. The younger Hispanic passenger shrugged off helping
hands. He was more upset, pacing about and staring accusingly at
the dead tyre.

The
crowd about them dispersed once the shock had passed. Even the most
concerned retreated to the spectator’s gallery when the sheriff’s
deputy pulled up a minute later.

The
driver closed off, and the passenger tried waving the deputy
away.

While
clearly reluctant, the deputy got out of his car. He didn’t want to
do this. Being in a public place, in daylight, limited his choices.
Even if he wasn’t on their payroll, he wouldn’t want to be
involved.

He spoke
with them. The younger guy grew visibly irritated, and the driver
offered simple responses.

The
deputy tried to move through his due diligence as quickly as
possible, so he could leave and say he’d done his job.

Adam
pulled another number up on his phone and dialled.

The
deputy glanced at the van a moment later, unwillingly alert. He
turned back to the driver and passenger, the latter of whom grew
more expressively irritated.

The back
and forth continued for another half a minute, but the deputy found
himself unable to shirk his duty. He ordered them to back up, and
approached the rear doors with his hand on his gun.

The
younger man grew even more agitated, and kept combing his hands
through his hair. The deputy focussed on him, growing tense. Unable
to delay it indefinitely, he had both men turn and face away, and
opened the van door.

He saw
the drugs he’d dreaded, but no sign of who’d been calling for
help.

The
attention from the diner grew indirect, and the waitresses drifted
away from the window. But the entertainment outside kept everyone’s
focus.

He’d
paid it enough attention himself. There was work to do.

He laid
a couple of notes on the table, leaving a generous tip: the apple
pie had been good.

As he
strolled towards the exit, he surreptitiously slid the sim card out
of the phone, broke it, and dumped both in the trash can outside
the door.

He
walked away from the accident, smiling at the thought of the
interesting things soon to befall.
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Tommy
scraped his shoe vigorously on the faded grass, but as soon as he
lifted it, he found the shit still stubbornly hunkering up in the
groove.

He hated
the countryside. It made civilisation seem a distant fable, and the
locals took pleasure in living like animals.


Admittedly, their current venue was hardly the best
advertisement for country life: a beat-up old trailer in the
backwoods, used as a cookhouse by the local meth-heads. Though the
junk and furniture - and junk furniture - arrayed around it hardly
distinguished it from some houses he’d seen during his exile
here.

He still
didn’t know what he’d done to piss off Mister Donoghue. Or what he
hadn’t done. He’d been a good earner and always followed orders.
Yet Mister Donoghue had sent him out here to the sticks, to babysit
these hicks. This must be punishment for something.

At least
if it was punishment, he had the possibility of making up for it,
and being allowed to return to civilization. The alternative he
refused to consider.

This had
to be temporary. He wouldn’t start wearing boots, or dressing
casually. He might give up the tie, but he refused to wear flannel,
or denim. You had to have standards.

Tommy
ignored the shit on his shoe, though he by no means put it from his
mind. He turned to the other irritant: the whining of the trailer’s
resident.

The
resident Jed hadn’t already shot as soon as they’d pulled up. That
one had collapsed in the deck chair he’d started to rise from and
looked dead, or at least irrelevant.

The
currently-alive junkie knelt nearby, glancing pleadingly between
them while whining indecipherably.

‘Shut up,’ said Tommy.

‘Yeah, shut up,’ said Jed, waving his gun, an old Smith and
Wesson, in the man’s face. That only increased his
whimpering.

‘And you, back off and lower the gun,’ said Tommy.

It took
a moment for Jed to turn to him, surprised at the order. His brow
creased in an approximation of thought, then he reluctantly lowered
the gun and stepped back. He remained puzzled, but that was hardly
a novel experience for him.

He
couldn’t stay still for more than a couple of seconds, soon
shifting his weight from foot to foot, and darting looks
about.

Tommy
found it hard to believe the idiot wasn’t on anything illegal. The
amount of coffee he drank must at least be medically inadvisable,
if it put him in this state.

Though
he’d never seen him drink much. Perhaps his body naturally produced
the chemicals, or he simply had brain damage. Whatever the cause,
he always seemed hyperactive, with a tendency to skip to violence
before thought. Or in place of.

Not
always a bad thing. If viewed from a distance. And
cover.

‘C’mon, man,’ the junkie whined. At least he now formed
coherent words. ‘We ain’t competin’ wi’ you or nothin’.’

Tommy
gave him the stare he’d perfected on the city streets. The one that
said talking to him other than to answer questions would be unwise.
‘Do you honestly think we consider you competition? We
don’t.’

He
strolled towards the idiot. Not too close, obviously. Meth-heads
had a distinctive aroma he had no interest in catching. The junkie
looked up at him.

‘But you’ve been selling in Hazelrock,’ said Tommy. ‘That’s
off limits.’

‘We were just sharin’ it with friends.’

‘Not in Hazelrock,’ said Tommy. Not that he cared, but the
locals wanted their town kept clean. Tommy considered the place too
poor to bother starting up a side operation. There wasn’t enough
potential profit for anyone but these amateurs to bother
with.

He saw
little point in policing this stuff. They could just’ve sent the
sheriff and kept his shoes clean. But it offered something to do
besides drink and get depressed.

The
smell since getting out here had made him reconsider that. Now he
just wanted to get it done and return to relative
civilisation.

‘You done?’ he called to the trailer.

Zach
emerged a moment later, his gormless expression more wide-eyed than
usual. He might have inhaled too many fumes in there. ‘You gotta
see what I found.’

He had
the fuel can and his smartphone in one hand, and a faded bowling
bag in the other.

Tommy’s
gaze settled on the smartphone. ‘Have you been posting photos of
the meth kitchen we’re about to burn? What have I told you about
posting while working?’

Zach
frowned in thought. ‘To cut down on it?’

His
fashion sense was influenced by internet styles, as interpreted by
a dumb hick. All bright colours of non-naturally occurring shades.
In such proximity they posed a hazard to epileptics.

‘No,’ said Tommy. ‘Don’t do it at all. Especially when I’m
around. I’m not going away because you’re an idiot. Now, have you
spread the fuel about?’ He asked it as though speaking to a child,
hoping Zach could drag himself up to that level of
comprehension.

‘Yeah,’ said Zach. ‘But-’

‘And how do you get reception out here?’

Tommy
needed a better carrier. Only a couple of places in town let him
get a full bar signal, and one of those was the restroom of the
dodgier bar.

But
changing carrier felt too permanent.

Zach
shrugged with an accustomed expression of confusion. The one he
wore when asked anything harder than his name.

‘Just light it up,’ said Tommy, eager to finish. ‘Taking no
more pictures, or announcing to the world what crime you’re
committing. Jeb, finish him.’ He stepped back to avoid getting his
clothes any dirtier.

While
Tommy wouldn’t mind blowing off steam by killing someone, it was
smarter not to do that kind of thing yourself. Management
delegated. Especially when some idiot might get a picture of you
committing the crime.

Zach put
the can and bag down as he pulled out matches, but his phone never
left his hand.

Jed
strode up to the petrified junkie, gun in hand. He twirled it at
the last moment, grabbing it by the barrel, and swung it at the
man’s head. It staggered the junkie, and the next hit dropped him.
Jed followed him down, continuing to pummel while Tommy watched in
bemusement.

The gun
fired, the bullet hitting a tree on the far side of the clearing.
Tommy flinched back, and Jed danced away, whooping laughter while
he took the gun in his other hand and shook the one it’d been
in.

‘Imbecile,’ barked Tommy. He pulled his Glock and shot the
junkie in the head. ‘That is how you use a gun. Point and click.
It’s not a club. How can you not understand that?’

Jed held
his arms wide. ‘What? Guy can’t have a little flair?’

‘Guy can shoot his balls off and do the gene pool a favour if
he keeps up with this shit.’

Flames
flickered inside the trailer. They’d done their job. ‘Come on,’ he
said.

‘Wait up,’ said Zach. ‘Look what I found.’

He
jogged towards them, holding the bag open. It held money. That grew
less interesting when Tommy noted they were just fives and
tens.

‘Whoa,’ said Jed. ‘How much you figure’s in there?’

‘Perhaps five,’ said Tommy, hiding neither his disinterest nor
his disgust.

‘Grand?’ asked Jed.

‘Yes, grand,’ said Tommy, exasperation kicking in. ‘What, you
think five million would fit in there? And, come on. That’s chump
change.’

Though
possibly not to these chumps. He had no idea how much they got
paid. Too much, even if they did it for free.

The
meth-heads must’ve saved up to have that much money. Or they had
another sideline. Not that it mattered.

‘Give it to your boss when we get back.’ Tommy had no interest
in it. He turned and stomped towards the pickup.

That was
another thing. Even if it’d be unwise to bring a proper car out
here in the wilds, did they have to use a pickup? Why not a proper
off-roader? Something that looked like it’d at least been made in
the last few decades, rather than upgraded piecemeal.

Zach’s
phone rang before they reached the pickup.

‘It’s Callum,’ said Zach, pre-empting Tommy’s tirade. Zach
answered it. ‘Hey, boss. Uh huh.’ He held it out to
Tommy.

Tommy
stifled his irritation and took the phone. ‘Yeah.’

He refused to call Callum, Mister
Bennett, or boss. Tommy wasn’t part of the local
operation. He was an advisor, mainly there to do stuff the locals
were too squeamish, or stupid, to do themselves. Mister Donoghue
was the only one he’d call sir.

‘The shipment had an accident,’ said Callum. ‘When you’re done
there, I need the three of you here.’

‘Sure,’ said Tommy. He wanted to ask what accident, wondering
how to spin it to his advantage with Mister Donoghue.

Events
distracted him as the trailer exploded with a roar.

Tommy
ducked away as a wave of heat washed across him. No flames, though,
and the debris fell short of them.

Jed let
out a whoop and started laughing. ‘What was that?’

‘Might’ve been the gas canisters,’ said Zach.

Tommy
glared at him. ‘They had gas canisters in there, and you didn’t
think to mention it?’

‘Uh,’ said Zach. ‘They had gas canisters in there.’

‘Which you’d have seen if you followed him on social media,’
said Jed, earning him a glare. ‘Oh, damn.’ Jed facepalmed
himself.

‘What?’ asked Tommy, sure he wouldn’t like the
answer.

‘I meant to use the grenade. That’d really have blown
it.’

Tommy
stared at him with an expression somewhere between disbelief and
horrified fascination. ‘You have a grenade?’

‘Sure.’ He took from his jacket pocket what did indeed appear
to be a grenade.

Tommy
took a step back. ‘Where the hell did you get that?’

‘Gun rally last month.’ He tossed it up and caught it, as
though it were a ball.

‘Stop doing that,’ said Tommy. ‘Put it away, and don’t bring
it on jobs again. Not when I’m around.’

Jed
rolled his eyes, but put it back in his pocket. Still handling it
far too casually.

While
Tommy might not agree with gun control, he wouldn’t object to laws
that kept grenades out of the hands of idiots like Jed. Although,
to be fair, there probably already were laws. Not that he’d turn
Jed in. Shoot him in the face, possibly. But he was no
snitch.

As he
suppressed his murderous impulses, Tommy returned his attention to
the phone. ‘You still there?’

‘What the hell happened?’ asked Callum.

‘These idiots,’ Tommy said with a hint of accusation. ‘Do you
need them alive for anything?’

‘There’s stuff to unload, so bring them along.’

Tommy
grunted his grudging acquiescence.

‘Meet us at the sheriff’s office,’ said Callum, and hung
up.

Tommy
shoved the phone back at Zach and stormed towards the pickup. And
he damn sure wouldn’t sit in the middle this time. ‘I’m
driving.’

He
hesitated on opening the door. The sheriff’s office?
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Sheriff
Cooper met Miller’s gaze over her desk. She didn’t use her
intimidating stare, just her casual one. He looked away.

‘Don’t suppose there’s anything you’d care to say about the
van you were driving, is there?’ she asked. She didn’t expect a
useful response.

‘Lawyer,’ he said as he stared at the floor.

He
avoided her gaze, probably more from shame than an attempt to hide
anything. If he could’ve found an honest driving job, he’d be doing
it. But he had a family to support, and she didn’t blame him for
doing what he had to.

The law
wouldn’t be so forgiving.

He had a
physique designed for a sofa, with a beer in hand, and his vague
scowl said he’d sooner be there.

Taking
pity on him, she stood and sauntered out of her office.

Pete
could see Miller from his desk where he typed up the report. He
hadn’t been happy to’ve gotten involved, and she had to suppress
her amusement at his expression when she’d joined him at the scene.
Even having seen the drugs, he’d probably still considered letting
it go. But there’d been too many potential witnesses. He might be
on the payroll, but wouldn’t want his neighbours knowing it more
openly than they already did.

She
couldn’t let it go, on principle. Not that her principles would
take her far. Though they might provide some entertainment. It’d
been a slow month.

The
office held a collection of aged but sturdy desks, which’d probably
outlast the cheap computers from the last upgrade. They were
already a year past due another upgrade, but the stretched budget
would require firing a deputy to afford it. An appealing
idea.

She
strolled into the interview room, where Diego sat with folded arms
and thunderous face.

She sat
opposite him and offered a pleasant smile.

His
scowl deepened. He tried for the assertive, tough guy act he wanted
to inhabit. Give him a few years, he might even grow into it.
Possibly a decade.

‘You feel okay?’ she asked. ‘Recovered from the
accident?’

‘Lawyer,’ he said. He’d been well-trained, but keeping quiet
clearly took effort.

‘Why? You sprain your right to be stupid?’

‘Why don’t you take your fat ass out of here till my lawyer
arrives,’ said Diego.

She gave
him the stare. ‘I know your momma didn’t teach you to speak like
that.’

He
actually looked slightly abashed. Mixed in with the belligerence,
of course. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he said. And quickly returned to
scowling. ‘That wasn’t fair,’ he muttered under his
breath.

‘Care to comment on the pot in the back of the van?’ she
asked. Just for laughs.

‘I left my statement with my lawyer,’ said Diego. ‘You’ll have
to wait for him.’

‘I hope, for your sake, he’s good. That was a lot of drugs.
Way into distribution level.’

‘Uh uh,’ said Diego. ‘Hypothetically, if there were any drugs
near or in any vehicle I may or may not have been a passenger in,
they’d be strictly for personal use.’

Sheriff
Cooper stared at him. ‘Personal use. A van full of pot.’

‘Miller’s a fiend for the stuff,’ said Diego. ‘Seriously, he
can pack it away.’

‘You’ve seen him take that much?’ she asked.

Diego’s
expression became suspicious. ‘Hypothetically. How stupid you think
I am?’

‘On what scale?’ asked Sheriff Cooper.

Diego
frowned in confusion, before deciding to be offended. ‘No call to
be like that. I got rights.’

‘The right not to be messed with ain’t among them,’ said
Sheriff Cooper, wishing she had that right.

‘You know what I think?’ asked Diego. ‘I think you’re just
messing with me because you know you’ll have to let us go soon as
our lawyers arrive.’

While
she didn’t argue the point, it at least passed the time.

 ‘Yeah, well,’ she said.
‘Opinions are like assholes. Everybody’s got one, but exposing
yours in public is just asking for trouble.’

A knock
on the door, and Pete poked his worried face in.

Sheriff
Cooper stood and ambled out to join him.

‘Lawyers are here, Sheriff,’ said Pete, with a hint of
relief.

She
nodded and joined the two men and a woman in the main
office.

One man
and the woman in sharp suits were unmistakably lawyers. As she
didn’t recognise them, they’d be from the city.

The
other man was Callum Bennett. He perched on the edge of a desk,
both hands resting on the head of the cane held before him. A land
mine had supposedly ended his military career, and she had no
reason to dispute that story. It changed nothing he did
here.
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