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      The sign at the edge of town read Slate Wheels, North Dakota, Population 801. The sign was wooden, perhaps oak or pine. It was stained green and the lettering had been routed out. By hand, from the looks, since there was just enough jitter in the shapes of the letters to make it seem homemade. Competent and tidy, but hand-crafted for sure.

      Not made on some CNC machine where the height of the S would be the same as the height of the W to within a hundredth of an inch.

      Just the kind of small town Cole Wright liked. It would have a diner and some history. Probably a little park that might have some hedging as a shelter from the wind.

      The sign had clumps of snow on the top. The wood had to be two inches thick, flat along the top, but with two quarter circles cut into the corners, about three inches in diameter. Whoever had made it had run the router along around the outside, making a border a half inch in from the edge. Feeling the wood as they went.

      Wright liked the confidence. To hand cut a sign with the population so precisely right there. 801. Not a rounding down to eight hundred, or a rounding up to eight fifty thinking perhaps the town would grow into it.

      As if saying ‘this is us, we’re not changing. We have eight hundred one people and that’s that’.

      Wright smiled at the thought. Then, at the thought that perhaps there had been eight hundred, but a new baby had arrived and with it excitement and so they’d gotten on and made a new sign.

      Small towns. He loved them.

      The sign was on the right side of the tarmac, a couple of feet across the gravel shoulder, set on two four-by-four posts and bolted in securely.

      The shoulder ran down into a low ditch with more clumps of snow and ice from a recent fall. Out in the fields beyond there was more snow. Some of it in drifts against junk and abandoned farm equipment and low stands of grasses and, farther off, a copse of shrubby trees.

      To the north, the sky was a rumpled gray, like a quilt after a restless night. Below it, close to the horizon, steely grain silos stood. Four tall ones in a row, with four smaller ones in front and slightly offset to the west. Long, angled conveyors joined them.

      It all felt like the kind of thing that some deft artist might paint, in oils, with minimal color. The piece might end up in New York’s MOMA, or in a gallery in Bismarck with a price tag of $15,000. Not bad for a couple of afternoons’ work.

      Of course, it took skills to do that. Sometimes the simplest art took the most care and attention. Framing and color choice and shadow. What to leave out, perhaps.

      Wright didn’t know much about art, but he did know when he liked a painting, and this would make a pretty good painting.

      The air was surprisingly warm and smelled of barley and oats and earth. A stripped and torn tire lay half in icy water in the bottom of the ditch.

      Ahead, to the west, another half mile or so away, stood the buildings of Slate Wheels.

      He was here on account of getting a ride from a generous gentleman in a hurry, but in need of some company.

      Wright was on the road from Grand Forks to Williston. Traversing the three hundred or so miles of North Dakota, just about state line to state line, Minnesota to Montana. Figured on taking maybe three days. Hitch a ride here, catch a bus here.

      North Dakota in winter. Who in their right mind did that, huh? Ice. Snow. Sleet. Freezing wind. Fog and black ice and the risk of hypothermia. A genuine risk, out on a country road with your thumb out ever hoping for a ride.

      Wright was wearing thick MacMillan work boots, with woolen socks. Jeans, which were honestly not up to the job of keeping his legs warm, a cotton tee shirt, merino wool overshirt, a light jacket and over that a black Niclon waterproof puffer jacket with a hood built into the collar. On his head he had a ski hat.

      His worn backpack was light and near empty. A couple of spare tee shirts, a couple of clean sets of underwear and one clean set of socks. That was it. Not even a book, which was unusual. He’d finished a battered paperback Grisham on a bus heading into Fargo, and hadn’t had the opportunity to grab another.

      While the air was surprisingly warm, that was still relative. Air this temperature would, in Southern California or New Mexico, be surprisingly cold. He was glad of his outfit. And he would be even happier to get indoors, grab a coffee and soak up some more warmth.

      George Rodgers, the man who’d given him a ride from a larger town called Cooperstown, would have been in his early sixties, and his daughter was in labor. Lived on a farm east and south of Slate Wheels.

      “She said not to worry myself,” Rodgers had told Wright, glad of the company, but still in a hurry. “But that’s a father’s job, is it not?”

      Bess, his daughter, was in her late thirties, and already had two teenage children. And had had three miscarriages over the last decade.

      “This one’s coming to term just fine,” Rodgers had said, “but she’s no spring chicken anymore and she knows it. So, I’m going down, do what I can.”

      Rodgers drove a big Dodge pickup. He’d been a medic in Iraq and had trained in delivery. His long dead wife had been a midwife. He’d talked a whole lot on the road, clearly needing to keep his mind occupied. He’d dropped Wright at the narrow country road turn off that led to numerous farms, including Bess’s.

      “Slate Wheels is about a mile yonder,” Rodgers had said when he’d pulled to the roadside. “I’d take you on, but, well.”

      “I understand,” Wright had said. “You hurry on. I sure appreciate the ride. All the best for a successful birth.”

      “Another grandkid!” Rodger had said with a smile.

      Wright had closed the door and the pickup roared across the road and sped away into the icy flat farmlands.

      Wright had started walking.

      Slate Wheels. Population eight hundred, and one.

      Wright smiled to himself. Maybe he would find lunch. Maybe a place to sleep. Maybe everything would be boarded up and he would have to figure out how to get a ride on out of town.

      That would be interesting. There was a singular lack of traffic.

      Montana was a ways off, and Washington even farther. Spokane was his goal, but there was no urgency. Ione would be busy. Might not even have time for him.

      But still, it was worth the trip.

      Icy gravel crunched underfoot on the shoulder, and the wind blew in around his neck.

      Slate Wheels. Where had that name come from? That would be something to figure out.

      He kept walking. It would be a good day.
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      Brett Wilcox struggled against his bonds. If this was a movie, he would be able to wriggle out. Would have brought along a blade that he could deftly turn in his fingers and use to saw through the ropes.

      But this was North Dakota. In the winter. No movie.

      And Grav Churcher had tied him. Yanked his arms back hard. Used prickly quarter inch hemp rope to bind Brett’s wrists. Much too tightly. There was no play in it at all. Grav’s regular job as a scaffolder involved making sure that things were tight. Making sure that they wouldn’t fall apart with the slightest of twists.

      Brett sneezed. He was in the big open space of an old wooden barn. A few stalls along the left, for horses and other animals, and big doors in front. The walls were in good shape, but there were thin gaps in the doors admitting shining light.

      He sneezed again. Hay fever. From the literal hay just laying around in the barn.

      Really, he should have just taken the opportunity to move to Reno and work in the casinos. Should never have stayed here. Too cold and too much hay and pollen. Some years he was practically keeping the pharmacy in business with his antihistamine prescriptions.

      Also, in Reno, no one would be tying him up in a barn a thousand miles from anywhere and leaving him to stew. In the cold.

      From outside the sound of an engine grew slowly. A big diesel. Modern, but still with that distinctive diesel timbre to it.

      Grav drove twenty year old petrol F150. He kept it in good shape. But this new vehicle wasn’t his.

      Brett had been in high school down in Valley City with Grav. Six years back. Grav had actually graduated with a scholarship. Hardly seemed fair since was nothing like as smart as Brett.

      They’d gotten along fine back then. Kind of known each other a little. Had some P.E. classes together where they could read each other in basketball and volleyball real well. Never become friends, but no one would have picked that a few years later Grav would be tying Brett up in a barn and leaving him there.

      Brett didn’t even know what he’d done. Not really. Something about screwing up a delivery. Nothing too bad. Nothing that would require this kind of response.

      Sure, these guys were tangled up in some nasty business, but Grav was on the periphery and Brett was even further off.

      Every couple of months, that was all. Take a package to Chasely or Bremen or somewhere. Nowhere towns.

      Two hundred bucks, plus thirty for gas. That was great. His little Buick never even used much gas, so he came out ahead.

      No questions. No problems. Money in the bank.

      What had he done wrong?

      Outside, the vehicle’s engine shut off.

      The quiet was sudden. Like falling into a well.

      Brett waited.

      He twisted against the ropes. He was just going to chafe his wrists.

      Footsteps. Crunching on icy snow.

      Brett shivered.

      A clank from the door, and a swishing, sliding sound. Then the door creaked and opened and more light burst. Bret blinked into it.

      Two people. Silhouetted in the opening.

      Walking toward him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Slate wheels was kind of boarded up and kind of still alive.

      Wright walked through the outer suburb, if that’s what you’d call it. A couple of dozen houses, on large lots. Different styles, from fifties bungalows to simple clapboard boxes to rundown doublewides with gaps in the siding and mangled Venetian blinds in the windows. Bright plastic tricycles and rusty trampolines in the yards.

      No kids out playing in the icy ground.

      Smoke wandering out lazily from some chimneys.

      The center of town was how he’d pictured it, really. A little square, off to one side of the main route through town. Simple little county office building on the far side, and tall bare trees in planting around square’s margins. Some long, dark green park benches with cast iron feet and armrests at each end—structurally holding the boards in place.

      Stores along the other three sides. Less than half boarded up with big panels of junk plywood. Sheets seven feet by three and a half feet from the looks. The lumber industry did just fine out of small town store closures.

      There was a haberdasher, with hats on stands in the window, though they looked dusty and faded. A café which was also a bookstore come gift store. They also did postage and package delivery. Next to that was a little hardware store that also sold second hand vinyl and CDs.

      Hardy pigeons tramped around the sidewalk.

      An old movie house stood directly opposite the city office building across the square. Art Deco frontage, painted in pastels with the word Roxy in thin, tall letters. There posters up for recent movies. Sessions on Saturday and Sunday afternoons and evenings. Run by the Slate Wheels Movie Preservation and Appreciation Association. Wright smiled at that. Small towns, keeping their culture alive.

      The air was fresh and carried the scent of diesel and other mechanical things. Operating machinery. Probably a block away there was a mechanics’ place, where guys called Hank and Ed repaired everything from a kid’s scooter right on up to combine harvesters. They would have big yard filled with old tire rims and headlamp fittings and rusted out pressure tanks from some old factory. The ground would be pitted and the puddles would be oily.

      Wright made for the café. It occupied two store frontages, but only had the one entry. A sign on the frontage above the windows and doors read Scandi Delights - Coffee Books Nick Nacks and More.

      The low counter just inside the glass door had a register on the wooden top. Farther along stood a few paperback books on display stands, prices in white stickers on the cover. They looked bent and worn and well-loved.

      The door creaked as Wright stepped through. It swung shut after him.

      Right away it was warmer. Welcoming and homey. The scents of coffee and cheese and dough laced the air.

      The kind of place you’d be unlikely to see in a city. Tables along one side, all mismatched, with an equal array of jumbled chairs from practically antique wooden ones, to some with steel frames and vinyl stapled over wooden decks and backs, to a few that were molded plastic.

      About half the tables were occupied. A couple of retired women with mops of gray hair. A high school student staring at her phone. A guy who looked like he was on his way to a costume party dressed as a lumberjack—thick black beard, red plaid shirt over a white tee, stained dark jeans and black work boots, all cut and chipped over the steel caps. On his head he had a peaked winter hat with the earflaps folded up.

      The opposite side of the café was lined with stacks of jumbled bookshelves. A young woman was crouching to some about halfway along. Either shopping or taking inventory. She glanced Wright’s way.

      A doorway stood in the wall with the bookshelves, leading into the other store. More tables and more shelves in there. The sound of something sizzling came through, so presumably the kitchen was on that side too. Funny layout.

      The young woman stood and headed his way. She was carrying a clipboard and wearing a tight black skirt and a black skivvy with a clutter of white imagery and text. Heinous Crimes, it read. A band, perhaps? Wright was losing touch with youth culture. Seemed to happen the second he passed thirty.

      She went around the other side of the counter and bent a little. She came up with a menu, having shelved the clipboard. At the counter’s far end stood a cut-down cardboard box painted blue had piles of homemade candies, in Ziploc bags and labeled ‘Puppy Chow’. Had to be in North Dakota then.

      “Howdy, huh?” she said. “Long way from home.”

      “That I am.”

      She passed the menu over. “You’ve come right on the cusp.” She raised her eyebrows. Blonde, though her hair was red-black. She had a silver piercing at the outside edge of her right brow.

      “The cusp?” he said.

      “Switching from the lunch menu to the dinner menu. You order in two minutes, I might be able to squeeze you in a lunch. Otherwise, you gotta take dinner and that’ll set you back an extra five dollars.”

      “Uh-huh,” Wright said. The menu was a brown faux-leather folder with the word Menu embossed and gilded a third of the way down.

      “Felix,” the lumberjack said. “Be nice to the man. You can’t just mess with visitors like that.”

      Felix rolled her eyes. She sighed.

      “There is no cusp,” she said. “There is no different menu. Basically, it’s all day breakfast, but you get a salad after four PM.”

      “That will do me,” Wright said.

      Felix reached and opened the menu. Two tatty, flapping sheets of light card inside. So old and worn and smudged that the list of items was barely legible.

      “What would you recommend?” Wright said.

      “You’d trust me to recommend something?” Felix said.

      “Sure. You work here, don’t you?”

      A flicker of a smile. “Yeah. You like fish?”

      “I eat fish.”

      “So I’d say the salmon steak. Mitch does it in this pretty amazing sauce. I mean you could just about scrape off the sauce and that would be the meal.”

      “I’ll take that then.”

      “Fries or biscuit?”

      “Biscuit.” Wright smiled. Never an easy thing to get a simple meal.

      “Side salad?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Any allergies?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Well don’t go finding out here, please.”

      Now Wright smiled. “You bet.”

      “To drink?”

      “Soda.”

      “Got Dr Pepper, Sprite, Coke, Pepsi, some generic lemonade that I just use when I wrap the napkins on the utensils, Root Beer. Some of those in the diet variety, though diet root beer seems like an affront to civilization.”

      “Sprite sounds fine.”

      “Coffee too?”

      “Sure.”

      “You’re gonna be up all night, mister. Peeing and staring at the ceiling.”

      “Could be.”

      “Don’t mind her,” the lumberjack said. “She’s just got a bee in her bonnet over her U.S.D. scholarship papers.”

      “Hush now Little Mikey,” Felix said, glaring at him. She held the gaze for a moment, and looked back at Wright.

      “Any table?” he said.

      “Yep. But number three wobbles a bit, so I’d say five. Keep an eye on Little Mikey from there.”

      “Will do.”

      As Wright turned to head to the last of the tables, a big GMC pick up with darkened windows drove into a parking space right in front.

      “Ooops,” Little Mikey said, standing. He tossed a twenty onto his table and hustled away, going through the door to the other side of business, and heading for the back. A moment later came shouts, presumably from the kitchen.

      “He shouldn’ta done that,” one of the retired women said.

      “Mitch sure don’t like people barging through his kitchen,” the other one said.

      “No he don’t.”

      The student hadn’t looked up from her phone.

      “What was that about?” Wright said.

      “Them.” Felix pointed to the pickup.

      Four guys were getting out. It was a big truck, but it would have struggled with the four of them. Kind of guys who football teams would draft just for their size. Teach them how to play football after. Combined weight had to be over a thousand pounds. Half a metric tonne.

      They were in tailored suits that had plenty of space for things like concealed shoulder or waist holsters. Enough material in each of those jackets to make a tent for a couple of kids.

      “He owes them money?” Wright said.

      “Nope. They owe him.”

      The four of them were heading for the café’s front door.
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      Freezing air whipped in through the narrow gap in the barn doors. Brett shivered.

      It was as though they’d torn the barn down completely. The winter simply rolled over him.

      Brett sneezed. Hay fever and the cold of the air.

      In the process of tying him, Grave had also taken Brett’s jacket and jeans and good work boots. And his socks. He was sitting here in an ancient, threadbare tee shirt, and a pair of boxers.

      At least, his mother had taught him to always have on fresh underwear.

      “First sign of a hole,” she would say, “and they hit the trash.”

      So he was in a near new pair Fruit of the Loom.

      With luck, he wasn’t going to soil them. Bad enough being in his underwear, but if his bowels released, well, wouldn’t that be the ultimate indignity?

      Assuming, of course, that he survived this.

      The two people approached. Still silhouetted in the light from the gap in the barn doors.

      One Brett recognized. He would know that walk and figure anywhere.

      Stacey. Stacey Coates.

      They’d dated a couple of times in senior year, and then a couple of times the year after. She was cute and way too smart for him. She’d gone to Bismarck, but then, last he’d heard, headed to Minneapolis. Or Chicago. Somewhere like that. East and big.

      And here she was.

      Maybe things weren’t going to turn out so bad after all.

      As they drew closer, Brett began to make out the details of their faces. The guy was older and kind of swarthy. Thick dark beard and tanned skin. He was wearing a long winter coat and heavy boots.

      In his left hand he had a pistol. Aimed at the ground. Held loosely.

      Brett swallowed. He stiffened. They didn’t need to shoot him. Leave the door open for an hour and he’d be a popsicle.

      “Look at you, Brett Wilcox,” Stacey said, stopping about five feet from him. She still looked good. She had her hair cut in some kind of fancy style. Shaved close above her ears, hanging in a blonde, asymmetrical curtain all around. She reached and swept it from her forehead.

      “Nice nails,” Brett said. They were. Red and shiny and stretching a half inch beyond her fingertips.

      Stacey smiled and held her arm out straight, hand crooked back, fingers splayed.

      “They’d better be,” she said. “For four hundred eighty dollars.”

      Brett gasped. That was about as much as he made in two weeks. Supplemented by these deliveries, of course.

      But it all went on rent and food and utilities. Gas and, if he was careful, a couple of beers down at the roadhouse in Stimton.

      He didn’t even have proper health insurance.

      “They tell me,” Stacey said, dropping her hand to her side, “that you have been stealing from us.”

      “What? No. What? I didn’t take nothin’.”

      Stacey sighed. She stepped closer and bent down a little.

      Under her own coat, she was wearing a blouse. Top button unfastened. Even in the dim light he could see a little cleavage.

      He forced himself to look at her eyes.

      “You would say ‘I didn’t take anything’,” she said.

      “Want for me to hit him?” the guy whispered. He sounded like he was from somewhere far off. Boston or New York. Was that Queens or somewhere where they had that strong accent?

      “Sid,” Stacey said, standing upright and turning to face him. “Going to ask you to step back for a moment while I talk to my old high school friend here.”

      Sid grunted, but he did step back.

      Stacey faced Brett again.

      “I swear,” Brett said. “I didn’t take... anything. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      Another sigh.

      “You made a delivery three days ago. Crossfield. You remember the house?”

      Brett nodded.

      “But the delivery was short. Half a package.”

      Brett swallowed.

      “I don’t know noth—anything about that. I picked up the package like I was told and I delivered the package to right where it was supposed to go. I don’t ask questions. I don’t look at the packages. I just drive where they tell me.”

      This had been a cardboard box like they’d use in to ship packages of cookies to a supermarket. About a foot long on each side. Taped up tight. Way heavier than cookies.

      “Tsk, tsk. Try harder. You know, Brett, I see that life hasn’t been as... kind to you as it might have been. Help me out here and maybe we can move you up the payroll. Get you out of that trailer. Get you a halfway decent car.”

      “Uh-huh.” What was she talking about? Moving up the payroll.

      “So, tell me who you gave half the merchandise to. Please.”

      “But I didn’t. I swear. I picked up. I dropped off. That was all.”

      The deliveries varied. Boxes, suitcases, satchels. One time it had been two people. Young. Hookers.

      He knew it was against the law, whatever they were doing. If it was legal, they’d just use UPS or some local delivery company.

      Which was why he would never steal. Would never even look at the packages. Well, maybe in the rearview mirror at those hookers with their skimpy clothing and big boobs. They’d seemed real tired.

      “Well,” Stacey said, laser focused on his eyes. “I might know how you can help us get to the bottom of this. Sid, now come and do what we talked about.”

      “Yup.”

      Stacey stepped back. Kept staring at Brett.

      Sid stepped forward. He lifted his gun.

      “Wait! Wait!” Brett said. A wail.

      Sid bent and placed the gun’s muzzle against Brett’s left knee.

      “Bang,” Sid said.

      Brett jumped. He squirmed.

      “Very painful,” Sid said. “Not to mention you never walk right again. Assuming you walk at all.”

      “Please, please,” Brett said.

      Sid kept the gun where it was. Put his gloved right hand on Brett’s left shoulder. An iron grip. Holding him steady.

      “There’s an alternative,” Stacey said. “Tell us what you did with the package.”
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      Wright stayed at the café’s counter, half facing the door, with the four big guys approaching, and half facing Felix, the young woman who was clearly running the place.

      From the kitchen came the sizzle of the grill and the clank of utensils. The strong scent of cooking oozed through from the other section. Outside, the wind kicked up some big and brown fall leaves that were still hanging around.

      “What kind of money do they owe him?” Wright said.

      Little Mikey was long gone. Fleeing the moment he’d seen the truck that had brought the guys.

      If they owed him money, wouldn’t he stick around to receive payment? Or at least to negotiate the installment plan, or however that would work?

      “It’s complicated,” Felix said. “And I only vaguely know the outskirts of it. Small town, but people still mind their business.”

      “Who are these guys then?”

      “Samsen brothers,” Felix said, as the first of them reached for the door. “And Don Couper. He’s the short one at the back.”

      None of them were short, but the three brothers all had a good couple of inches on Couper. And Couper had at least an inch on Wright. And about a hundred pounds.

      The door creaked as the lead brother pulled it open.

      Maybe late thirties. Fat jaw with stubble and a dimple in the chin. The other two brothers both had fat jaws too. Family resemblance.

      The four guys came right on in, crowding Wright.

      He smiled. Then ignored him.

      “Table five,” he said to Felix.

      “I’ll have your order right out,” she said.

      “Thank you.” Without looking at the guys, Wright headed to the back.

      The two retired women were back in conversation. Something about one of their friends who was moving in on another friend’s ex-husband, and wasn’t she just a slut? A whore?

      Wright smiled. It was always good when people proved to be unlike your first impression. Older women with shocks of gray hair were supposed to be demure and polite.

      The high school student continued staring at her phone.

      The whole time, Wright was listening behind. Keeping his ears out for any kind of sound that didn’t fit. A mutter or a grunt. A scuff of a shoe on the floor. The too-hard touch of a palm on the counter.

      These guys were muscle. Enforcers.

      Way out of their jurisdiction, that was for sure.

      Unless Wright’s assessment of Slate Wheels, North Dakota, population eight-oh-one, was way off base.

      But they were polite. Just ordered coffees. On the wall behind Felix was a chalkboard with a list of varieties that would make any downtown Seattle coffee house weep with envy, but the guys just ordered plain coffee. Sugar and milk. No froth or cinnamon or pumpkin latté spice.

      “Have you seen Little Mikey around, by chance?” the lead brother said to Felix as Wright sat at his table. He chose the old wooden seat over the plastic one, of the two at the circular table. The seat shifted a little under his weight, but it was comfortable.

      He leaned his elbows on the table, and it shifted too. Uneven legs.

      “Little Mikey was in earlier,” Felix said. “But he left.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Well, I wasn’t watching the clock right then, but it was some time back. A while.”

      There was a big white faced clock above the door, staring into the café. The kind of thing that might have come from the railroad station. Huge, with fat black hands and clear black numbers. Right now it read 4.25. A red second hand whirred around. The thing had to be pretty accurate.

      “At least an hour back,” one of the retired women said.

      “Just as we were arriving for tea,” the other one said.

      “Very polite young man is Little Mikey.”

      “Yes he is. He trimmed my hedge just last week.”

      “Oh, he’s a saint with yard work, he is.”

      The four big guys stared as the two women continued to sing the praises of the departed Little Mikey. They made it seem as if he was long gone, but that he would be easy enough to find. Always around town helping out in some way or another.

      Wright leaned back in his seat and it rocked a little, adjusting to the shift in his weight. There was a lot of play in its screws. On the wall beside him was a dark painting of a bison. In profile, standing on a green, jumbled prairie. The bison’s eye stared out, wise and patient.

      “Yard work?” the youngest of the brothers said. “That’s—”

      He stopped as the lead brother whipped around and raised a hand. As if to slap him down.

      “Jasper,” the lead brother said. “Do you open your mouth?”

      Jasper’s mouth was still open. He closed it. Shook his head.

      “Good.” The lead brother turned to Felix. “Any table?” he said.

      “So long as the table’s not already occupied,” Felix said. “You go ahead and make yourselves right at home. I’ll have your coffees out in a jiffy.”

      Felix slipped around the end of the counter and went through the door to the other side.

      “Mm-hm.” The lead brother looked along the row of tables.

      Five tables. Three occupied. The first by the retired women, who’d returned to their conversation about sluts and whores among their friends, the third by the high school student who still hadn’t looked up from her phone, and the fifth occupied by Wright.

      The tables were small, and the space around them was small.

      The guys were big.

      They would struggle to all fit around either of the unoccupied tables. They would end up bumping the other tables and knocking pictures from the walls and books from the shelves.

      There was the other side too. Wright hadn’t looked in there properly, but he’d seen a couple of free tables. They could go on through.

      The lead brother stepped by the two retired women and stopped, looking at the empty table.

      He glanced into the other side. The sounds and smells of cooking emanated from through there. Logic said to go and check if there was space there. A simple thing.

      These four didn’t look like even simple things occurred to them.

      The thing to do would be for Wright to stand and leave his table. Go sit at the second one, leaving four and five empty. They could push them together or somehow maneuver the chairs around one. Whatever worked for them.

      But why should he move? He’d arrived first. On the surface, these guys seemed to have good manners, but Little Mikey’s reaction suggested that their manners were simply a veneer.

      Probably guns under their copious jackets.

      So Wright stayed just where he was. Now, if they came and asked, politely, he might happily move. But they could make the first move.

      Always wait for the other party to make the first move. Helped you know where you stood.

      He didn’t try to avoid eye contact. Just sat and waited for Felix to return with his coffee.

      The lead brother took another step, bringing him level with the empty table. Table two. Between the retired women and the high school student.

      She still didn’t look up.

      The lead brother didn’t even glance at her. He stayed focused on Wright.

      And took another step.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      Brett Wilcox trembled as if every bone in his body had turned to mush. As if he was a bowl of jelly on the floor of a fast-moving rickety train.

      One of the big barn doors creaked in a little gust of wind. Old timbers. Old hinges. Maybe the whole place was on the verge of tumbling down. Maybe one more heavy snowfall would overwhelm the beams and nails and it would crash into a pile of firewood.

      The muzzle of the pistol was hard and cold against his bare knee. He worked real hard to keep his bowels from loosening.

      “Look at my eyes,” Sid said, hand firmly on the pistol’s grip. “Don’t look at the gun. Look at me.”

      Brett kept shivering. Kept staring at the pistol. It looked so hard and steely. Look like it would blow off the whole leg.

      “Hey! Look at me.” Sid ground his fingers in at Brett’s shoulder. The guy sure was strong. Felt as if his thumb was going to puncture right through.

      Brett managed to tip his head back. Looked into Sid’s eyes.

      Blue, with yellow flecks. His skin around his eyelids was red. There was an animal cold in there. A rattlesnake simply staring.

      Terrifying.

      Brett shivered some more.

      “Brett?” Stacey said. “Should we go over this one more time?”

      Brett tore his gaze away from Sid’s hollow eyes and looked at her.

      “How well do you know the people in Crossfield?” Brett said. “The ones who received the package?”

      Stacey smiled.

      “Huh,” Sid said, pulling the gun back and standing. “The kid’s got some spunk there.”

      A shudder ran through Brett. As if they were going to shoot him anyway. No need to threaten him anymore. They’d gotten what they needed, somehow.

      “He does show spirit,” Stacey said. “I guess something changed for you after high school, huh?”

      “Plenty,” Brett said. “Plenty changed for you too, that’s obvious.”

      She laughed.

      Fine. He was talking with a gusto he certainly didn’t feel. Was this the bravado of a dead man? A dead man walking, as they said.

      “Our people in Crossfield,” Stacey said, turning to Sid. “Do we trust them?”

      Sid slipped his coat open and slid the pistol into a holster at his waist. He rubbed his left ear.

      “They’re new on the routes, but they come highly recommended.”

      “Not just recommended, but highly.”

      “That’s what Barron said.”

      “Well.” Stacey stepped away and made a half turn toward the open door. “What say we pay them a visit too? Ask them for a few more details.”

      “That sounds to me like a capital idea.” Sid kept staring at Brett. “In fact, we should bring this one along. He can ask them about the missing contents.”

      “Perfect.”

      Another shudder ran through Brett. He needed the bathroom real bad.

      “Where are his clothes?” Stacey said. “Get him dressed and let’s get under way.”

      Brett’s bowels released with a terrible organic sound. He gasped.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he yelped.

      “What the...?” Sid put his hand to his nose.

      “Well,” Stacey said, her own nose wrinkling up. “I guess we gotta get him cleaned up before we can go. There must be a hose around here somewhere.”

      She looked through the door, out toward the snow-covered fields.
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