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          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      Peanuts, liquor, and sweat—Finnley’s Bar always smelled the same. Like all of the buildings on the riverfront, Finnley’s had maintained its classic stone wall construction that dated back to when the town was first built. The lighting was poor and the floors were sticky, but it was the only place in town to sit down after work for a cold beer. I doubted a newer, cleaner establishment would draw any customers away. The old dive was charming, and the regulars made it feel like a second home.

      The room was full of men looking for a chance to unwind with friends after work: loggers, clerks, and miners alike. Sometimes even the occasional deputy or sheriff. Patrons segregated themselves at the small bar, just as they did everywhere else in town. On one side were long-time Riverwood residents, and on the other the Eventide miners clustered together. The miners were big, hairy, biker types, half as loud as the rest. Eventide Resources kept a flow of unfamiliar faces coming in and out of town, so I only got a chance to get to know the ones who caused trouble.

      Charlene balanced her tray of drinks like it was nothing, even as she spun from the closest table, offered me a friendly smile, and poked me in the cheek.

      I flinched at the surprise contact.

      “Is that a new shade of lipstick, Sheriff Emma?” Charlene asked.

      “Chapstick.”

      “Well, it suits you.” With that, she was off to wait on the next table.

      “Thanks?”

      My boots stuck to the dirty hardwood as I crossed the room toward the bar, the sticky floor boards squeaking with the lift of each footstep. A few people looked my way, but most laughed, drank, and ignored me.

      Ernie Sherman, the deputy, was easily recognizable with his thick horseshoe of salt and pepper hair and only a few long, thin strands crossing his shiny dome. Even if the buzzing fluorescent lights weren’t reflected off of his head, the bold, yellow print on his brown jacket would have made him stand out in the sea of denim, plaid, and black leather.

      “Hey, Ernie,” I said, taking the stool next to him at the bar.

      He kept his eyes on a bearded miner sitting on a stool on the other side of the room, but spoke to me. “Hey, boss,” he said, lifting his glass.

      “How was your day?” I asked.

      A sour look came over his face. I should have gone home instead of coming here. Once Ernie got started with his complaints, it was hard to get him to stop.

      “How was my day?” Ernie sat up straight and met my eyes. “Got a nail in my tire. You know where it came from.” Ernie scowled at the same bearded giant across the room.

      The giant met Ernie’s stare with a cold, blank expression.

      “Did you get it fixed?” I asked.

      “First thing was a pothole,” Ernie said. “The corner of Pine Street and Chestnut. Car bounced right down and back up. They’re supposed to be making the town money, not making us pay to clean up after them.”

      “Did you call down and put in a service order?” I asked.

      “Well maybe I would have if as soon as I bounced out I hadn’t popped a tire.”

      “But you got the tire fixed, right?” I asked again.

      “Yeah, sure,” Ernie said, waving his hand at me, but holding his gaze across the room. “I called Pete. He came right over.”

      “Good.”

      “You know no one else is leaving nails in the street,” Ernie said.

      “Call in the work order,” I said, and waved to the bartender. “They’ll send someone out.”

      I would have explained that sometimes nails popped tires, and that it wasn’t necessarily Eventide. Sometimes tires popped before Aleister Sharpe had come to town with his promises and problems. But with Ernie, I knew it was no use. Indulging the line of conversation would only give him an excuse to get more riled up.

      “Sheriff Hiller,” Paul Finnley said with a smile, “can I get your usual?”

      “Please,” I replied.

      Paul filled a frosted glass from the tap, and I appreciated the way his thin, black t-shirt fit over his toned abs. He glanced up at me with that practiced grin that must have melted all of the girls’ hearts when he had been away at college, before he had returned home to work at his father’s bar.

      Paul set down the glass and leaned forward.

      “Thanks,” I said and turned back toward Ernie.

      “Any plans for dinner?” Paul asked, trying to keep my attention. “I get off of work soon.”

      Too young. Too complicated. I took the icy mug in my hand. “I’m good, thanks.”

      Paul gave me a maybe-some-other-time smile, then walked back to tend to the city maintenance workers who were downing shots like it was a race.

      “He’s into you,” Ernie said.

      “I noticed,” I replied, and took a swig of beer.

      “Not the first guy you’ve shut down,” Ernie said.

      “Nope.”

      “For someone who works for the people, you don’t seem to like people all that much,” Ernie said. “I mean, no offense or nothin’, but would it really hurt to say yes to one of those poor boys that look at you with their googly eyes?”

      “Thanks,” I replied. “I don’t see you off on any hot dates, either.”

      “Well, Emma,” Ernie said, “look at you and then look at me. You should be having the time of your life, meeting men and finding one to make pretty babies with. I take what I can get.”

      “I tried the whole marriage thing,” I said. “I prefer having my space and alone time. It’s hard to balance a family and a career.”

      “Okay,” Ernie said, “but if I were you, I’d catch one now, while you’re still young and pretty.”

      I sighed. “And if I were you, I’d keep my rude comments to myself.”

      He blinked, considering a moment. “Fair enough. I only meant to help though. I’m looking out for you.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      I sipped my beer and listened to the noises that made Finnley’s great. Bellowing laughter came from two stools down, where Mack Clark had clearly won the drinking contest with his buddies. One of the men lay on the floor, while the others looked queasy. Charlene giggled, and deep voices discussed fishing and sports. Though the miners looked more formidable than the Riverwood residents, they were the quieter of the two groups. Some talked about women and laughed, others whispered beneath the louder voices.

      “I don’t much care for the way they multiply,” Ernie said, scowling as he scanned the big men in leather jackets.

      I didn’t want to spend my evening off talking about my lack of social life or about Eventide Resources, but at least I knew Ernie wouldn’t hit on me.

      “You want them to make the town some money, right?” I asked. “If they deliver on Sharpe’s promises, we’ll have plenty of funds to fix the roads.”

      “It wouldn’t need to be fixed if they weren’t driving those big trucks back and forth,” Big Ralph yelled over the chatter, with a nod to Ernie.

      Conversations cut short, leaving the room quiet, and the two sides stared daggers at each other.

      There was some truth to the accusation, but the problem was more complex than Riverwood versus Eventide Resources. Well it should have been more complicated, since it was the Mayor who brought them in. But the people didn’t see it that way.

      With tension running high, it was only a matter of time before things got worse, and fast.

      “Don’t you go getting any ideas,” Ernie said, standing. He held his hand over his gun and strolled over to the miner he had been eyeing. “I’m the law in this here town. And you gotta respect the law.”

      The bearded man got out of his chair, and so did the rest of the entire biker half of the bar.

      Charlene gasped, dropped her tray to the floor, then darted across the room. That stick-thin woman could really move in those tall, wedge heels. She cowered behind Paul, whose gaze went down to the place beneath the counter where his father kept the shotgun.

      Eddie Sparks rose from his seat, following Ernie’s lead. He walked slowly toward the biker half of the room, and I knew that look on his face.

      “Let it be,” I said, following behind him.

      Sparks kept walking, ignoring my words. With a flick of the wrist, he tossed his beer against the white t-shirt of a thick-armed miner with pork chop sideburns.

      Faster than I could follow, the wet man was three feet from where he had been, and Sparks was on his ass.

      “What the fuck?” Sparks said, holding his red jaw.

      The miner stood over Sparks, baring his teeth in a face-contorting snarl. There was no mistaking that face. I had met this miner before. His name was Roscoe Hicks, and he was twice the trouble that Sparks was. A deep, guttural growl escaped his clenched teeth with every ragged breath. His knuckles whitened with the tension in his balled fists.

      I moved between the two men.

      “This ends now,” I said in an even tone, looking back and forth between the two.

      Hicks released his fists and rolled his shoulders. That was a good first step. I turned my glare to Sparks.

      “I ain’t sorry,” Sparks said.

      I replied, “You will be if you spend the night in a cell.”

      The sharpness in his gaze dulled. He shrugged.

      The situation was well on its way to being under control until Ernie whipped out his gun.

      “Ernie, don’t—” I started to say.

      But he’d had a few drinks too many, and he swung his weapon in front of him over the crowd of tense miners.

      “Time to go,” he squeaked. “All y’all need to respect the law. I am the law in this town. You can’t just show up and leave nails and holes in the street for someone to get his tire popped or his axle misaligned. That is not respecting the town. That is not respecting me.”

      “That’s enough, Ernie,” I said.

      “She’s the law too,” he said, glancing at me for a moment.

      That tiny flick of Ernie’s gaze away from the bikers was all the time it took for hell to break loose. Glasses shattered onto the floor, fists flew, and the two groups that had chosen to sit separately mixed in a mess of violence.

      The bearded man that Ernie had been staring at swung his fist at the side of Ernie’s head. I kicked the back of his knee with my boot, knocking him down to all fours. I wasn’t in time to catch Hicks’s blow that knocked Ernie to the ground, but as light shimmered off the jagged end of a glass bottle, I snapped my attention to the weapon. I caught Hicks’s wrist, with the broken glass only an inch from Ernie’s neck, then twisted, forcing him to drop the glass.

      Hicks wrapped his thick fingers around my neck and squeezed, blurring my vision. With all of my strength, I forced the palm of my hand up into the center of his ugly face. Hicks released my throat and hunched as he cupped his bloody nose. His hateful glare told me it hurt as much as he deserved.

      Ernie climbed up off the floor, rubbing his hand across his swollen cheek. “That’s assaulting an officer of the law,” he yelled. “That kind of violence will not be tolerated. Maybe you weren’t listening before.”

      Hicks wasn’t listening now. His eyes were locked on me, and full of fire. “We know where you live, little bitch,” he growled, just loud enough for me to hear.

      “But I am in charge around here,” Ernie said. “If you missed the star on my chest, there’s no way you could miss the letters on my back: D-E-P-U-T-Y. Maybe it should have the word ‘law’ too, so there’s no confusion. Clearly you missed it.”

      I met the hatred on the biker’s face with a small smile. “Well, I know where you’ll sleep tonight,” I said, then handed my cuffs to Ernie.

      “You can sleep in a cell,” Ernie said, putting a cuff around one of Hicks’s wrists. He pulled on the metal behind the giant. Hicks didn’t budge as Ernie tried to collect the other arm.

      “Let’s call this trouble ended for the night,” I said to the room, looking across the crowd of angry miners and townsfolk. “I’d hate to have to bring in anyone else.”

      “Let it go,” one of the miners said to Hicks, and tapped him on the shoulder with his palm. The large miner relaxed his arms and allowed Ernie to restrain him.

      “That’s it, big guy,” Ernie said. “You don’t want me to hurt you putting these things on.”

      Hicks stared hard at me. The heavy weight of his attention didn’t lift until Ernie dragged him out the door.

      My boots stuck to the wood floor as I walked back to my waiting beer. I sat on the stool with the duct taped vinyl and listened to the chatter return to what it had been before the scuffle. Charlene rubbed her hands around Paul’s biceps as she stepped out from behind him. His back straightened at what looked like unwanted contact. The fortunate distraction meant he wasn’t hitting on me. I looked around the room at what had become the new normal in Riverwood—townsfolk and Eventide Resources, content to share a bar one minute, then at each other’s throats the next. Considering the tension, it was lucky that all I had to deal with was Ernie and the occasional bar fight. That I could manage.
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          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      I held the bear claw easily in my palm. The shape of the pastry was similar to its namesake, but the size was all wrong. Sweet, soft, and full of raisins—the pastry was much more delicate than the real thing.

      After finishing the pastry, I crumpled the greasy paper in my fist and aimed for the can across the room. The trash hit its mark, landing on top of a pile of breakfast sandwich wrappers and the Styrofoam cup from my first meal of the morning.

      The basic digital alarm clock on the nightstand read eight thirty-six. Close enough, I was tired of waiting.

      The cheap mattress squeaked with my movement as I rose from the edge of the worn motel bed. The floral comforter was stained almost as badly as the spattered brown carpet beneath my boots. Smoke, sweat, and the stink of someone else’s sex clung to the fabrics and the yellowed paint on the walls. The chemical scents of lemon disinfectant and floral air freshener did nothing to mask the filth from my hypersensitive nose. But I’d slept in worse, and likely would again.

      Grabbing my bag and dropping the keycard on the nightstand, I left the motel without looking back.

      The size of a town or city could be measured by its smell. Smaller towns were closer to nature, with more plants in the yards, and more wood and stone in their construction. Cities were full of trash, metal, perspiration, and desperation. No matter the city, those same four scents were always there. Elkston was no different. If I got lucky, my next assignment would be far from any city.

      I followed the river of foot traffic past a book store and a coffee house. Amongst the crowd, a woman talked loudly on her phone, seemingly unaware that the quality of man she’d shared her bed with last night was being heard by twenty strangers who walked down the street with her. After crossing a busy intersection, I arrived at my stop, and the rest of the flock continued past.

      Brute Pawn—the tall white letters of the shop’s sign glowed against the brick. Below them, a window displayed a fire-engine-red electric guitar and a tube TV that might have been worth something in the nineties.

      “Mostly your type that goes in there,” a shaky male voice said. I looked down at the man sitting on the corner just past the window. His clothes were much too big for his tiny frame, and his scraggly, white beard showed his age.

      “My type?” I asked.

      “Big,” the man said. “Big, and alone mostly. Sometimes two together.”

      “I guess big guys like old TVs,” I said.

      “Nah,” the man said. “Your type never buys a thing.”

      “Maybe the prices are too high,” I said.

      “Could be,” the man said. “Or could be something else.”

      “Sure,” I replied, and looked again at the door.

      “I’m not interested in getting involved, though,” he said. “I don’t need trouble with the mob or anything.”

      “I don’t work for the mafia,” I said.

      “Of course not,” the man said. “I can’t get mixed up in anything. I need to find some way to make it. Then I can go back home. See my wife.”

      “If you have someone waiting for you, why not just go?” I asked.

      “Can’t go back with nothing,” the man said. “She’s counting on me. Lost my job when the factory shut down, our house with it. I thought the city would be the place to go, but I’m about out of hope.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I said.

      “It’s just the way of life,” the man said. “Puts you through trials and you have to rise up as best you can. Try not to drown when it gets hard.”

      The gentle click of a turning lock drew my attention back to the door.

      “Best of luck,” I said.

      The man waved.

      Wrinkled, brown fingers flipped the sign hanging on the inside of the door’s window. I waited a moment, then entered. The small bell hanging above the entrance dinged as I stepped inside.

      Even if Leonard hadn’t been expecting me, he would have recognized my scent, just as I recognized his. Moist soil, broad leaf evergreens, and an exotic spiciness—nothing had changed since I had met Leonard Wakeford, except now he carried the minty tang of Bengay. Even in his old age, that man could move—he had crossed the room before I had a chance to come inside.

      Leonard waited for me behind the waist-high display case. His short, curly hair was whiter than it had been when I had last visited Elkston’s Brute Pawn. There were more wrinkles beside his warm, dark eyes, and his glasses were thicker than they had ever been. But his smile was as wide and kind as I had remembered.

      “Liam Blake,” Leonard called. “Look at you, all grown up. What’s it been? Ten years?”

      “Fifteen,” I said, crossing the room. “But I was no child the last time we met.”

      “So stoic.” Leonard laughed and placed an envelope on the counter before rounding the glass to meet me. “You were an adult in age, a child in experience.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, taking the hand he offered. His dark brown fingers were calloused from fifty years in the field—years of heavy labor and fierce combat.

      “I think you’ve grown,” Leonard said.

      “Experience comes with time, and I’ve completed my share of jobs,” I replied. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “I know, your next mission. I’m glad it’s me that gets to give it to you. And I meant you’ve grown in size,” he laughed. “You’re as wide as a forest.”

      “Maybe you’ve just shrunken with age.”

      “Could be, could be,” Leonard said. “So how’s life?”

      “The same,” I said. “And you?”

      “Oh, life’s been kind to me these past few years,” Leonard replied. “I finally settled down and took a mate. Can you believe that?”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I thought that I had reached a point where it would just never happen for me,” he said. “I gave what I thought were my best years to the Tribunal, as you well know. But since I’ve taken assignment duty, I’ve had time to reflect on life. I made room for Hilda. And as it turns out, I didn’t throw away my best years, I just hadn’t gotten there yet. It’s Hilda, and always has been.”

      “That’s nice, Leonard. I’m happy for you.”

      “You should come have dinner with us sometime, before this mission or after. Hilda can cook and we can catch up on the last fifteen years. Boy can she cook.” Leonard patted the soft stomach where his flat abs used to be.

      “I’d like that,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure. I had never been a sit down with the family for dinner type, and I kept busy with work.

      “And don’t give me some excuse that you haven’t any time between missions,” he said. “That’s what I would have done, and I know you’re the same. I didn’t choose to work with a partner, and I see you going out alone just like I would have done. Give yourself time to be social, to have a life that’s not just for the Therion Tribunal.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “Can I have my assignment?”

      “Of course,” he answered, and pulled the manila envelope from the counter, scribbling something on the corner before handing it over.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said and turned toward the door.

      “Hope to see you around, Liam,” he replied, voice more somber than when I had entered.

      The little bell dinged as I exited, leaving my old friend behind. He’d written Leonard 555-1034 in a small, neat script on the envelope. It was a kind offer, and maybe I would call, but we both knew it was more likely that I wouldn’t. This mission would lead to the next, and I couldn’t take the time to reminisce when there was work to be done. Wordlessly I repeated the number to myself, 555-1034. He’d be my only contact nearby if I ran into more than I could handle.

      I peeked inside the envelope before moving on. Everything that should have been included was there: papers, cards, photographs, a single key, a burner phone, and a pile of cash.

      Grabbing a few hundreds from the envelope, I passed the old man by the window on my way behind the building. Leaving the bills in his previously empty coffee cup, I continued on my way.

      “Thanks, man,” he called after me.

      “Just make it home,” I replied.

      The small lot behind Brute Pawn had three parking spots and a large dumpster. One of the spaces was empty, which limited my options to a silver, early nineties Buick station wagon and a black, Chevy pickup from the late seventies. Either could have been left for me. I pulled the key from the envelope and tried the truck first. The key fit, so I climbed inside.

      With everything I owned in my bag, and a new assignment acquired, I was ready to go. After setting my black backpack on the rough bench, I pulled out the contents of the assignment envelope.

      There was more than enough cash to get me through to the next job, just as there always was. A new driver’s license and marshal’s badge named me William Blake Lilyfeather. It seemed Leonard Wakeford still had a sense of humor. I could just picture his face when he made the ID, smiling wide as he imagined me having to call myself Agent Lilyfeather. At least it would be easy to remember.

      Next in the envelope was a picture of a thin, fair-skinned man with a dark handlebar mustache. A baseball hat was pulled down low over his eyes, his hands were in his front pockets, and he was looking over his shoulder. Clearly he knew he had a reason to be followed. His long, sharp nose dominated his scruffy face. From the look of him, my best guess was weasel shifter.

      The large stack of papers offered the most information. The guy’s name was Brody Fowler, a wolf shifter. My mission was surveillance—observe and report. Sounded easy enough.

      I checked the glovebox and found a camera with a long scope—just what the mission called for. Flipping through the report, everything I needed to know was provided. There was no information as to who Fowler was or why it was important for me to track him, only where, when, and how long. It was what I needed and nothing more, exactly the way every mission started. Straightforward, uncomplicated, simple—perfect.
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