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      Thanks for picking up No Lack of Courage, the first Cole Wright short story collection.  I hope you enjoy the stories that follow.

      Cole Wright has been a fun character to write. I make no bones that he’s another drifter out there righting wrongs. There are plenty of them around.

      In fact, that’s kind of where the genesis of Wright came from. I read a couple of entertaining drifter novels by other indie authors and the thought struck me that if these guys can do that, so could any bozo. Then I figured that I well-fit the category of ‘any bozo’ so through 2020 and 2021 I got started writing a new series. You might recall those years were kind of entangled with pandemic and worry and everyone who’d ever considered writing a novel leaping in and having a go.

      That’s a great thing in my view. I love people getting creative. It inspires my own creativity.

      So, when 2022 rolled around, I was ready with a clutch of the novels, and I published one every couple of months to keep the schedule nice and tight (well, actually, I switched November and December, with the novella “Cold Highway” coming out before the sixth novel Zero Kills).

      The release order was different from the order I wrote them - as I learned more about the character, I saw that I wanted to change things around. The Arrival was the fourth book I wrote, but is the first in the series. Hide Away was written long after Scorpion Bait, but fits the timeline better. Zero Kills the last of the six from 2022 was the last written, but was definitely in response to a reader comment that some of the killings in Hide Away felt a bit arbitrary and unnecessary.

      To complement the books, I released a short story at the start of each month when a novel came out. I put these up free to read on the website for a few weeks ahead of the release, and then popped them up as standalones. You can still get them all for a few bucks each as an ebook, or around six bucks for the paperback.

      But then, here in your hands you have the whole collection, so likely you don’t need those. If you’re one of those who bought the stories already - thanks. Really, thanks heaps. It’s encouraging. Write me and I’ll send you over a bonus story or two.

      I do plan to continue the series. As I write this, the seventh novel, tentatively title Not Above The Law is complete and just awaiting final editing and proofing before being sent off for publication. There will be more stories and novels, though perhaps the pace will slow from 2022. I do have a little stack of short story manuscripts on my desk here as I write this, just waiting for publication. That will come.

      So now here you hold all of the Cole Wright stories from 2022, including the novella, and the latest story which came out in February 2023.

      Enjoy.

      

      
        
        Sean Monaghan

        February 2023
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      It was a dark day in July when Brad Weekes crashed his busted light plane outside of Jesslton, South Dakota.

      The brilliant tangerine colors that had been filling the sunset sky had fled and the clouds were closing in, shutting away the light of the stars and distant cities.

      The sounds above had been wonderful. Just the hum of the engine, the whisper of the wings.

      The aircraft was an open-cockpit home-built disaster from the start. Crafted from the remains of a kitset that Weekes had found decaying in back of his newly purchased farm, in one of the dozen or more wooden sheds down the side of a valley.

      Weekes had bought the farm on the back of lottery winnings from his father. Over three million still in the account when the old guy passed.

      Weekes lay in damp grass now, still dazed. He stared up at the patterns in the low clouds. Mostly black and variations of gray. Nothing friendly about it at all.

      He'd heard the spluttering of the engine, and felt the shimmy in the stick, and had known then he was going down.

      Should have made for home earlier. Before dark.

      From nearby came the cooing of some animal. A bird, most likely. Evening plans disrupted by the incident of an aviation accident.

      There was the smell of corn on the air too. That strong, thick, earthy scent of strong plants growing.

      He could be anywhere. South Dakota wasn't exactly swarming with people. Could be a hundred miles from rescue.

      He listened some more. Maybe there was a road nearby. Maybe someone would be speeding along, maybe they'd even seen him come down. He did have navigation lights. It would have been obvious to anyone watching that something untoward had happened, even in the gloaming.

      He tried sitting up. His head swam. His right foot tingled.

      That wasn't good. Had he been 'thrown clear' of the wreck, as they liked to say? Had he landed on his head?

      This was going to mess up Melissa's weekend plans, that was for sure.

      Weekes lay for a few more moments. He was sore in about sixty different places. Stem to stern. Maybe even some broken bones.

      What would they do in first aid? Long ago he'd done a course. Check the breathing. Well, that was fine. Bleeding? Was that next?

      Could he be cut and not know it?

      He tried sitting again. His head swam some more.

      He lay back down.

      The ground was soft beneath him. Damp. Probably lying on grass. It was around him, just visible in the darkness.

      He began feeling around his arms and torso. He was wearing an old bomber jacket, leather with fur at the collar and wrists. Still in pretty good shape.

      From what he could feel it didn't seem too damaged. He didn't feel any stickiness of blood. That was good.

      Nothing across his chest or around his sides. No bleeding on his head--though there was an egg on the back right side. That was tender.

      Nothing on his neck. His butt and crotch were okay. Knees okay. There was a rip in his jeans right along the outside of his right thigh. Pity, the jeans were new.

      No damage to his skin, though. That was good.

      Looked like he was going to be okay. Just bumps and bruises. Lucky he had a hard head.

      Should finish the job of checking though. Right down his shins and feet. He was wearing sturdy MacMillan boots, which were also new, and great around the farm.

      He was no farmer, he knew that. Plan was to turn the place into restoration sanctuary. He was well on the way, with lots of native tree plantings, loads of birds and animals coming through and making themselves at home.

      It was a huge, long-term job. Great that his father had ensured he had a robust will. All that cash.

      It was going to be amazing.

      If he could just make sure not to crash his hobby plane.

      Weekes took a breath and forced himself to sit up. His peripheral vision spun with sparkles. He was really light-headed.

      Needed to check quickly. If there was a wound contributing to his light-headedness, then he needed to apply pressure. Old school first aid.

      Nothing on his left leg. All good. He wriggled his left toes.

      His right foot continued to tingle, and when he reached to check, it wasn't there at all.

      Just the bone and gristle from his lower leg, hanging loose and all wrong.

      Weekes lay back down and let darkness take him.
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      Cole Wright loved the feel of the car. It was a late model Camaro, and it tore up the night as if it owned it.

      The South Dakota roads were quiet and wide and straight. The headlamps stretched out seemingly for miles. He was really able to open the car up. It made travel seem effortless.

      The car smelled almost new. It had fifteen hundred miles on the clock. Delivering it was going to just about double that. Minneapolis to Las Vegas.

      No hurry. Just get it there in one piece.

      Back in the day, driveaways used to be common. People got relocated and needed their car in a different state soon-ish. Trouble was, they'd been flown by their company. Or some iteration of that, meaning they couldn't drive themselves.

      Cheap way to get the car brought over was hook up with someone who had no transport and wanted to get to the same place. Without a company breathing down their neck.

      There were always people willing to transport a vehicle.

      International tourists, army recruits, all kinds.

      People like Wright, who had no particular place to be and, as the saying went, was in no particular hurry to get there.

      Minneapolis had been nice. A little cool, with winter heading in. Vegas seemed nicer. For a spell, anyhow.

      He had a country station playing low. Male singers struggling to understand why she'd left him, female singers doing their level best to explain it. The sounds suited the drive and suited the landscape.

      Miles of flat land. Endless acres of corn and barley and wheat. Breadbasket farms. Little towns that flashed by.

      He was avoiding the freeways. That would be too easy. They were good for A to B driving and lousy for sightseeing.

      Ahead, somewhere in the darkness, lay the Black Hills. Mt Rushmore and some real landscape. His plan was to swing through come morning.

      Right now he needed a place to stay. Some small motel with simple accommodations and a fair price. Ahead, the lights of another small town showed, a dim, hazy orange, increasing slowly as he approached.

      Maybe three or four miles off. Or five, or ten. Out here distances could be deceptive. Especially so soon after sunset.

      Still, no hurry.

      To the south, some lightning flickered. A late afternoon storm heading languorously west and petering out.

      To his north, some plane lights flickered. Low and moving slow. One of those little hobby planes, perhaps, with the fabric wings and aluminum struts and an engine that wouldn't even power a Volkswagen.

      As he glanced away, he saw the plane's lights shudder.

      Maybe it was bigger than he'd thought. Did those little planes even have lights? Should they be out after dark anyway? As far as he knew, they were flying by the seat of your pants. No real navigation instruments or warning set up. Just a yoke and a throttle. Real easy to build and fly, and cheap too.

      Wright slowed.

      He watched the lights. They dipped and rose. Continued with level flight for a moment, and dipped again.

      This time they didn't come back up.

      Just plunged toward the ground.

      Wright slowed some more. Maybe it was his imagination. Some trick of the light. His own dashboard instrument displays reflecting from the side window. Somehow. Maybe.

      But then something happened that confirmed that this wasn't his imagination.

      A burst of bright flame. From right where the light would have hit the ground.

      The flame twisted and turned and faded away quickly.

      Wright stopped the car.
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      The Camaro hummed, the engine complaining. It had just gotten up good speed and now the driver was trying to slow it down. How did that make any sense?

      Wright pulled the car over to the shoulder. He came to a stop and shut off the headlamps. Pulled on the park brake.

      He'd been traveling a while now, a year or so. Enjoying being a directionless tourist. There was money trickling in from home--Seattle--and he picked up odd jobs here and there. Moved from place to place on the cheap. This car was a good example of that. Costing him nothing more than gas. Food and a place to stay he would have needed anyway.

      No company, but sometimes that was good too. Sometimes a break from the endless energy of people was a good thing.

      Times like this, it was usually just a slow cruise from point to point. If he was taking in the sights, it was things like statues and museums, state parks and movies. Some days it was history, other days, frivolous entertainment.

      Mostly, it didn't involve stopping the car, wondering what he'd just seen out the window.

      An aircraft crash?

      Could that be?

      Wright cracked open the door. Cool, pleasant air swirled in, reeking of earth and things growing. All that corn and barley and wheat. Breadbasket.

      He stepped out. The ground along the shoulder was soft and damp. There had probably been rain through earlier in the day. Before he'd gotten into the area. Enough to leave the soil wet, and a few puddles in the shallow ditch between him and the field.

      Out there somewhere, a plane might have gone down.

      Not a big plane. Probably a single seater. Or maybe something with a pilot and a few passengers.

      He'd flown on some of those, up across to Vancouver Island, and once, south, over Crater Lake National Park. Some spectacular views, those.

      Wright closed the car's door. The sound echoed around. It was quiet. Dark. The sound of a few crickets chirping, and a whisper of wind through the grasses.

      Nothing else. No big fire. No sign of a plane coming down. Nothing.

      He hadn't imagined it. Out there in the field, something had happened. Maybe a plane, maybe not.

      Whatever had happened, it was over now. He could get back into his loaner car and drive on. No foul. No one would question his motives or sense of good citizenship. He could make it to that little town glowing on the horizon. Find a good bed, maybe a diner to serve him a good meal.

      No more than a half hour away.

      He opened up the door again.

      He leaned across the driver's seat and opened up the glove compartment. There were papers in there. The car's owner's manual--standard issue in all vehicles now. Receipts for gas, an actual pair of gloves, and a flashlight.

      Wright took the flashlight and got back out of the car. He closed the door with a thump and clicked the flashlight on. Shone it out into the field.

      He had a fair bearing on where that gout of flame had originated.

      So he started across toward it.
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      Sal's boy Mitch knew how to handle a four wheel drive through the fields. Knew how to drive along the fences and avoid chewing up the crop.

      He was eighteen. His bum knee had kept him from getting a basketball scholarship to NDU, Bismarck, but it hadn't kept him from driving.

      Right now he was behind the wheel of a Toyota Tacoma. Strange vehicle with some odd handling to it, and smaller than a lot of pickups, but still, its running gear was good. The sound was sweet. The chunky tires chewing along the ground, the engine humming.

      He loved the smell too. The odd, oily, mechanical smell, mixing with the farm scents.

      He'd taken Old Beckett Road, out of the farm, and let the vehicle hurtle along for a good six miles before André told him to turn.

      It didn't make sense. The turn was onto a gravel farm road, one that just led out into the wild fields. Corn, some of it dry and husked, some of it still ripe and green. It was after dark, so it was hard to see.

      It was also strange that André, sitting beside him in the passenger's seat, had brought a gun.

      Not a regular gun either. Not a rifle or a shotgun. This was a little black pistol. The kind of thing you saw in those big city cop shows.

      Mitch had said something about it and André had told him to just drive. Just do as he was told. Do what he was paid to do.

      Mitch didn't know about that. He had a job, sure, on André's father's farm, helping with feed and fences and general stuff. Farm hand. That's all he was. Sunrise to sunset.

      So how come he was out here in the dark, driving to who knew where? He wasn't paid for that.

      But André was big, with dark angry eyes. Mitch had known that from high school, when he'd started and André was a senior, frequently suspended. Always skirting along that line of expulsion.

      André had put two guys in hospital. He had shoulders like a rhino and hands like boxing gloves.

      So Mitch did what he was told. Shut up. And drove.

      André kept looking at his phone. The display shone up at him. Mitch glanced over a couple of times. It had a map. Like GPS. But it was silent. Didn't give him instructions.

      Instead André gave Mitch instructions.

      "Later," André said as he had Mitch steer into a field of corn, "I'll get you a beer for this. Above and beyond."

      "I'm not old enough to drink."

      André just laughed.

      Ahead there was a break in the corn. And someone moving along with a flashlight. Coming in from the south.

      Mitch slowed.

      "Keep going," André said. "Don't stop till I tell ya'."

      Mitch kept going.
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      Wright pushed his way through the corn. The stalks rustled with each move. The scent of them was heady and rich. Amazing to think how many ears each stalk held. How many kernels were on every ear. A whole lot of movie popcorn boxes right here. Hundreds of thousands. Millions, even. At twelve dollars a box, someone was making a whole lot of money at this.

      From his right, the west, came the sound of a vehicle. The headlamps cut through the stalks, casting eerie shadows. The engine was running at low revs. Not coming along too fast.

      Then Wright was in a clearing in the corn. He almost stumbled.

      He shone the flashlight around. It wasn't a clearing, as such. Not like some pleasant meadow you might find in a forest.

      This was slashed out. With chopped and burned stalks. His flashlight beam cut through wisps of smoke.

      And there was wreckage.

      Bright nylon fabric, ragged and wafting slowly in the swirl of the breeze. Pieces of aluminum poles. Cables. Wheels. Charred in places, ripped in others.

      Nothing anyone would be rebuilding anytime soon.

      But this was the light he'd seen. The plane. Not some four-seater. But a very light plane.

      To his left, beyond the impact site, there was something else.

      A body.

      Wright nodded to himself. He headed over.

      The vehicle's engine revved. The headlamp beams were stronger. It was very close now. That was good. Someone else coming to help.

      Wright stopped at the body. Cut and bruised and bleeding. The guy's right foot was missing.

      Too bad.

      Wright crouched and started the obligatory checks.

      The guy was breathing. A charge ran through Wright. It wasn't too late.

      The vehicle pulled into the area and came to a stop, headlamps blazing at Wright. He put his hand up to shield his eyes.

      "Glad you're here," he said as the doors opened. "We need to get this guy help fast."

      "He's alive?" a man said, silhouetted in the light.

      "Yes."

      The man cursed.

      In the man's silhouette, Wright saw that he had a gun.
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      High overhead the blinking lights of an airliner cruised. On a rail for Chicago or New York or some other north eastern city. So high that the aircraft seemed to be silent.

      On the ground, at Wright's feet, the injured guy groaned.

      Wright stood. He looked off to the left of the parked pickup. The lights were strong and pointed right at him.

      "Mister," someone said. Near the driver's door of the pickup.

      "Is there a problem?" Wright said. "You have a vehicle. There must be a hospital nearby. Somewhere you can get him looked at."

      "Mister," the person said again. "You don't want to rile things up here." Sounded young. Like a kid.

      "Rile things up?" Wright said. "I'm just here to help out. No riling intended."

      He kept his attention on the gun. The injured guy needed a tourniquet, else he was going to bleed out. A tourniquet would cut off the blood flow. Sometimes not a good idea--such as when someone had a nasty, bleeding cut lower on a limb which was essentially intact. A poorly-managed tourniquet could lead to the loss of the whole limb when pressure on the wound would have done the job.

      In this case, though, nothing was saving this guy's foot. Who knew where the foot even was?

      The guy with the gun stepped forward.

      "Mister," the kid said again. "You should just get on out of here."

      The kid moved forward, into the pickup's lights too. Much smaller frame and stature than the guy with the gun.

      "Yeah," that guy said. "How you even get here?"

      At Wright's feet the guy spluttered. He needed medical assistance now. Too late for the foot, but not too late for his life.

      "Walked," Wright said.

      "You walked through the field?"

      "Yes."

      "Just out walking?"

      "Yes."

      "Through a cornfield in the dead of night?"

      "Yes."

      "That the only answer you got?"

      "No."

      The guy took another step forward.

      "Wise guy, huh?"

      Wright said nothing.

      There was a gun in play. A pistol, which is useful over short distances. Kind of like the distance between himself and the guy holding it.

      The guy took another step forward. In fact just kept walking.

      "Back away," he said. He lifted the gun a fraction.

      Wright stayed where he was.

      "Mister," the kid said. "You wanna back away like André says."

      "You got a first aid kit in your truck there?" Wright called over.

      "I... guess so."

      "Bring it over. This guy needs it. You know him?"

      "Don't bring anything over," André said. He turned slightly, putting himself more in profile. He had the beginnings of a beer gut and a hooked nose.

      He lifted the gun a fraction more. But it was pointing off into the fields.

      This would have been a good moment to disarm him. Step forward and chop down on the arm.

      Thing was, there was no baseline. Beer gut or not, Wright had no idea how fast he could move. André could swing the gun around and get a shot off. Or step back and away from the chopping blow and avoid Wright altogether. Then André could just take his time over a shot.

      "You know him?" Wright said.

      "That's Brad," the kid said.

      "Shut up now," André said. "Get back into the truck."

      The kid's silhouette moved out of the headlamp glare.

      "While you're in there," Wright called over, "grab that first aid kit. Kind of need it fast over here."

      "Don't grab a thing," André said. He didn't turn this time, just kept coming toward Wright.

      Only a couple of yards away now.

      Wright crouched to the injured guy. Brad. He looked pale, but that could just be because of the wash of the headlamps.

      What Wright needed was one of those triangular bandages you found in first aid kits. Roll it into a sausage shape and use it to tie off Brad's calf. Right above the worst of the wound.

      But it looked like the kit wasn't coming.

      Wright took the shoulder of Brad's shirt and wrenched at the fabric. It crackled, but didn't tear.

      "Step away from him, buddy," Wright said.

      "You know him?" Wright said. "You were following him. Out through the fields."

      "He stole from us. He pays. You want to join him? Fine with me."

      "Pays? How?" Wright jerked at the fabric again. This time he was rewarded with the slightest of tears. He put his fingers into the gap and pulled some more.

      "With his life?"

      "Was supposed to be dead already."

      "The crash?" Wright kept tugging. The seam between the shoulder and sleeve tore easily now that he had some leverage on it.

      "Damn fool," André said. "Should never have been up in this thing. Made it easy."

      André had looked away to the wreckage. Another opportunity Wright had to let go. He was badly angled, and the gun was still trained down. If André didn't shoot Wright, the shot might well hit Brad.

      "Nothing," Brad murmured. He wasn't unconscious, but pretty close. Blood loss.

      "What're you doing there?" André said.

      "Tourniquet," Wright said, sliding the sleeve down Brad's arm. "You said no first aid kit, so I'm improvising."

      "You don't do nothin'."

      "Of course, your kid in the truck there might have the good sense to bring the kit over anyway."

      "Not my kid," André said, turning slightly toward the pickup's headlights.

      Turning just enough.

      Wright moved then. Exploding up from his crouch.
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      Wind whistled in Wright's ears as he burst upward.

      It was going to be a simple matter of timing and angles.

      There was about a yard between where Wright had been crouched, and André's feet. Brad lay between them, mumbling now.

      Just three feet, though.

      Thirty-six inches.

      Wright was low. Technically, that was a disadvantage. The high ground always wins.

      But maybe not if the high ground was an overweight, inattentive guy with only loose attention to his weapon.

      The thing was, Wright had to use the timing and angles to his advantage.

      The timing was probably the best he was going to get. This André was turned slightly away. It would take him a moment to get back around. To get back focused on Wright.

      Less time than it would take Wright's shoulders, in their exploding ascent, to reach him.

      Then there was the matter of the angles. Having the low ground was an advantage now.

      Wright was ascending fast. Shoulder aimed right at André's hips. With that gut, André's center of gravity was higher. Above the impact site. Which was going to make for all kinds of interesting physics.

      If the guy bent at the hips, then he was going to essentially fold over and sandwich Wright. But if André's feet slipped back, he would go straight down. Face first. Land right by Brad's head. Assuming Wright struck in the right way.

      Physics was behind it all, but it was complex when it came to brawling. A piledriver punch could miss, a tiny, inadvertent deflection hitting the jaw just right could knock a guy flat.

      But Wright's attention was on the gun, anyway. No one cared how big or little a guy was if he was holding the only gun in the fight.

      You needed to get that gun. Or, at the very least, get the gun away from him.

      As he rose from his crouch beside Brad, Wright's hands were grabbing for the weapon.

      His shoulder hit hard. André wasn't expecting it. Not a bit.

      He went over backwards. Which Wright hadn't been expecting.

      André yelped. He staggered.

      Wright staggered too. He got his hand on the gun. Right across the barrel. It was cold.

      But André held on.

      So did Wright.

      He tried to wrench the gun away. At least to keep the barrel aimed high. A bullet fired high can still do a lot of damage. It can reach the top of its parabolic journey, arc over and still do a lot of damage when it did come down.

      Still, they were out in the fields. No one much around. If the barrel was low, more chance of hitting someone close by.

      "Who are you?" André said.

      "No one much." Wright used his staggering to push André on.

      "Gonna kill him," André said. "Then I'm going to kill you."

      "Doesn't work like that," Wright said.

      They were into the corn now. The stalks still upright beyond the edge of the impact site.

      Wright stopped pushing. Swung his elbow up. Right at André's neck.

      André blocked easily, but it was kind of distraction really. The elbow was a feint. Designed to look like an awkward blow. After all, he still had his other hand on the gun.

      The real damage came from Wright's boot. Kicking out, flat and straight.

      Into the side of André's knee.

      The bones and cartilage made a terrible cracking sound.

      With a scream, André fell into the corn.

      He let go of the gun.

      But it slipped from Wright's grasp too. Flipped away into the corn. Into the dark.

      Lost.

      André clutched at his knee. He wailed on.

      Wright still had the scrap of fabric from Brad's shirt sleeve.

      Wright made a loop quickly. Put it over André's wrist.

      The man was screaming fit to wake early sleepers in that next town over.

      Wright tightened the loop. Real tight. He flipped the guy over onto his front. With the pain from the busted knee, André wasn't putting up much resistance.

      Wright grabbed the man's other arm and bound the wrists to each other. There wasn't much fabric left, but enough. Just.

      André might break from the bindings quickly, once he had his wits about him.

      He might have seen where the gun had gone.

      Couldn't let that kind of variable into play here.

      Wright grabbed the ankle of André's good leg. No sense causing more damage and pain to him. He was out of the picture for the moment. That was what counted.

      Main thing was to get a tourniquet on Brad's leg.

      And separate this guy from the weapon. Wherever it had gone.

      Wright dragged André through the corn. It was unceremonious and if any of his buddies had seen him, it would have been quite the indignity.

      The guy was heavy, but manageable. It was only a matter of yards really. Back to the space where the plane had come down and the pickup was waiting.

      When Wright got back into the area of crushed and burned corn, the kid was over by Brad. The pair of them were lit up in the pickup's headlamps.

      Wright let go of André's ankle, and went to the Brad and kid. There was a lunchbox-sized first aid kit open on the ground near Brad. A few items were scattered on the ground.

      The kid was just tying a rolled triangular bandage around Brad's leg. Tying it tight. The cellophane wrapper blew up in the breeze.

      "Anything I can do?" Wright said.

      "There're saline tubes in there." The kid didn't even look up. "Squirt some on."

      Wright found a pack of six plastic tubes of saline. Each probably held about the same volume as a shot. They had tear-off tabs in place of lids. Wright separated a couple and tore off the tabs. He squirted some onto the ragged remains of Brad's ankle.

      The kid was wearing blue nitrile gloves. There was blood on them. He tied off the tourniquet. Real tight.

      Wright used up all the saline tubes. It didn't clean the wound up much, but must have helped.

      The kid asked for items from the kit. Another bandage, tape, scissors. Wright handed them all over and the kid quickly put a dressing over the ruin of the stump.

      "We can put him in the back seat," the kid said. "You lift under his shoulders."

      "Got it."

      Brad's head lolled as they carried him over. It was tricky, but they got him stretched out. They put the seatbelts around him to keep him in place.

      "There's a hospital in Dewater," the kid said. "It's about ten miles back up Sigglin Road." He looked pale.

      "Take him straight there. And the other guy."

      "André?"

      "He had an accident with his knee. You could probably put him in the tray. No space in here."

      The kid nodded.

      The retrieved André, but didn't put him in the tray. They got him into the front passenger seat. Wright didn't try to be gentle. With his hands still tied behind his back, they strapped him in with the seatbelt.

      "You going to be okay?" Wright asked the kid as they retrieved the first aid kit.

      "Sure," the kid said. "I've known these two a while now. Never seen anyone put André down."

      Wright shrugged. The kid had taken the gloves off and balled them up and Wright put out his hand to shake. .

      "Cole Wright," he said. "You did real well there, taking care of Brad."

      "Mitch Weekes," he said. "Brad's my brother. André's got a beef with him. Serious. Tracking him down. Sabotage. Scary stuff."

      "I could swing by," Wright said. "In a couple of days. See how you all are doing."

      He had the car to deliver, but after that he was free once more. No particular place to be.

      Mitch smiled and nodded. He glanced at the pickup.

      "You know," he said. "I think I've got this now. I think you taught him a lesson."

      "Maybe."

      "I'll go work with Brad on the farm now. He's gonna need the help. Going to be real tricky for him to get around on one foot."

      "Yes. You better get going. Time's of the essence now."

      "Yeah." Mitch shook his hand again. "Thanks again. You want a ride somewhere?"

      Wright point off into the corn. "Got a ride out there."

      "Okay then." Mitch went back to the pickup and started it up. He backed around quick and sped away into the corn with his two injured passengers.

      Leaving Wright in darkness. In all the action, he'd lost track of his flashlight. Lost somewhere in the corn with André's gun.

      Wright sighed. He turned vaguely south and headed in the general direction of the road where the Camaro was parked. He pushed on through the corn, following the rows. With luck he would find it soon and be on the road.

      On to the next town where he could find a good bed and maybe a diner to serve him a good meal.
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      Dust devils flickered to life along the side of the highway. Little whips of wind, picking at the desiccated ground. Whirling it up into momentary, insubstantial wavery ghosts that seemed to follow the old clanky bus chugging along under the beating sun.

      Cole Wright sat in a tacky, faded window seat toward the back. On the right. The window itself was dark and patinaed. Someone had managed to scratch Sally 4 Patrick near the bottom. Bored on a long trip, and had scraped away with the edge of a dime or a quarter. No one would have heard a thing over the rumble of the engine.

      The bus was maybe a fifth full. About forty seats. Most people clustered toward the front. A few pairs, but mostly alone. A college student with an open laptop. A farmhand in a white cowboy hat. A couple of women in their seventies, both spry and well dressed. One of them kept up a constant monologue about the government, the weather and her former husband Trevor who'd absconded some thirty years back with one of the high school teachers. The woman's voice was almost soothing.

      The air in the bus was cool and dry. Wright sipped from a half liter bottle of Dr Pepper he'd bought outside the bus station back in Kelles. A little town on the crossroads of couple of state routes. Forty miles south of the freeway. Eighty miles from anywhere with more than a vending machine and a gas station with pumps from last century.

      The bus station hadn't even been more than an old store that someone had converted into a waiting room. The bus to Gransfield ran three days a week. Gransfield being on the freeway, and boasting a couple of gas stations some fast food places and an IGA. At least according to the folks he'd talked with while waiting.

      The bus itself had to date from the 1950s. Maybe a little newer. Small windows and hard seats. The kind of thing that, polished and scrubbed, would show up on some movie screen, delivering new Vietnam war draftees to their muster.

      Wright capped his soda and watched the prairie slip by. There were hills in the distance, blue and dark, barely showing above the plain. The country here rolled ever so softly. Like a slightly mussed blanket. Not table-flat, but no one would mistake it for mountainous, or even hilly.

      Wright was heading for Spokane. He'd wandered enough and it was time for a break. Maybe get a job again. If he could handle the routine of regular hours.

      Something straightforward, like packing vegetables to be shipped to supermarkets, or laboring laying bricks, or maybe looking up one of those big online gift shipping companies and vanishing into a gigantic warehouse filled with conveyors and rollers and every product you could think of from shampoo to tires to bread makers.

      Anything but police work, really. Which included a whole mess of things, like security guard, bouncer, investigator.

      For now, though, it was good just to let it all wash off and ride the rails. Or highways, as such.

      As he twisted the lid from his soda again, the bus lurched, slowing. The liquid fizzed and ran out over his fingers. He was forced to lick them clean as the bus came to a stop.

      They weren't anywhere.

      Just the plain, rough and dry farmlands lying around and hoping for some rain. Telegraph poles and mile markers. About two hundred yards north, back from the road, stood some farm machinery. A big rusty old combine harvester, and red dump truck with a long snout.

      Beyond those stood a plain white clapboard house. Two stories, with some smaller, less well-painted buildings around. Equipment sheds and outhouses, presumably.

      The bus hissed. Came to a stop.

      Wright removed the cap from his soda and sipped. The bus's door clanked. The driver reaching across and throwing the handle.

      Through the front windshield, which was in two pieces, separated by a vertical strip and had a crack running from about eight o'clock a third of the way up, Wright could see a town. Maybe a mile, mile and a half off.

      The tall signs, edge on from his perspective, indicating gas and fast food, and maybe even a motel or two. A few low houses there, dark and anonymous. Some tall, bushy trees, like oaks a hundred fifty years old.

      That would be Gransfield. On the freeway.

      The bus's destination.

      Outside, from just at the bus's open door, someone called something. From his angle Wright couldn't see them.

      "Two fifty," the driver said. "Each."

      More inaudible words from outside.

      The driver turned in his seat and sighed. He was probably mid-seventies. Slim, but what little hair he had on his head was pure white. His face was lined with the grizzle of years and he had a thick, white mustache.

      He'd smiled at Wright, back in Kelles, when Wright had boarded. The kind of smile that was welcoming. Acknowledging that here was someone new. It was pretty obvious that the other passengers were all familiar to the driver. Even the college student.

      "I don't have a choice," the driver said. "I know it's not far, and I know you could walk it, save for the heat we got. But the thing is I have a boss. All these good people have paid."

      The person outside said something. Louder, more forceful, but still inaudible.

      Wright capped his soda. He slipped it into the netting pocket on the back of the seat in front.

      "No, not at all," the driver said. "It's a set price. A minimum. You know when you're in the city and you get a cab, there's already three dollars on the meter before you've even left the curb? That's the flag fall. I've stopped here, because you waved me down."

      Another word from outside. Could have been an epithet.

      Wright stood.

      "It's two dollars and fifty cents," the driver said. "Each. You got a problem with that, you go talk to my boss. His number's painted on the side of the bus."

      The driver swung back around into his seat. He reached for the door lever.

      The kind of lever that's been in buses since forever. A simple system. An aluminum handle, vertical, with two pieces of flat aluminum on a pivot fixed just below the dash. Between the handle and the pivot, a rod, also on a pivot, connects that part of the mechanism to the door.

      The door, then, folds in half, right into the footwell. The handle is designed so that the door can be opened or shut without a driver having to leave their seat. They have to stretch a little, but it's not much effort.

      The driver pushed on the lever to close the door.

      The lever didn't budge.

      "Let go of the door," the driver said.

      Another epithet from outside.

      Wright stepped into the aisle.
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