

  

    

  




  





  STRANGE THINGS HAPPEN OUT THERE IN THE HILLS — WAS ALWAYS SO AND ALWAYS WILL.




   




  Joshua Stiles was lost. He quit the Marine Corps to search, but failed to find his estranged wife and son. Now rudderless and alone, his search for meaning brought him back to the hills of Kentucky where he hoped to discover his family legacy. It wasn’t what he expected. Instead of a peaceful Mayberry R.F.D., he found his parents’ two clans locked in bitter conflict over the marijuana trade. Could he be the peacemaker to end their century-old blood feud? Could he deal with big city gangsters, high-tech DEA agents and the complex web of clan alliances among people who weren’t just stubborn, they were harder than tombstone granite?




   




  “In KENTUCKY WEED Jim Miller uses imagination and reality to weave a story of intrigue and action that focuses on marijuana and moonshine. It has the hard ring of truth while treating the Appalachian community with compassion and respect.”—Harlan Ogle, Wayne County Historical Society, Director for Life.




  “Now this is a good Christian place to raise kids. You can leave your keys and your wallet on the dashboard of your car and not worry. Just don’t go off the main roads.”—Former Sheriff of Wayne County in a talk to a Homeowners Association.




  “Now, if you want the best bourbon, the best thoroughbreds, the best Burly tobacco or the best marijuana, Kentucky is the place to go. We have the climate, the soil and the tradition to produce quality product. So come on down and get mellow in the Bluegrass.”—Name withheld on request.
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  Also by Jim Miller




  Heavy Jets - The story of the first jet transports and the crews who flew them. From Vietnam to Iraq, the venerable old airplane changed the world and created a new breed of independent and adventurous pilots.




  Counter Intelligence - A largely overlooked cadre of World War II agents went in first and stayed after invading forces. Their raids on enemy strongholds, prison camps and enemy generals were conducted in absolute secrecy, often from their own commanders.




  Vienna - Audition for Cold War- America claimed victory, disbanded most of its Army and brought the troops home after the war. But the Russians stayed to launch a political, military and psychological cold war to dominate post-war Europe. Most of all, they wanted Hitler’s nuclear scientists.




  Stealing Ho Chi Minh’s Gold - Three men bail out of a burning airplane and into North Vietnamese controlled Laos. They steal a truck to escape but find that it’s full of gold bullion. Then, they spent forty years trying to smuggle it all back to America.




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  Historical Note




   




   




  The hemp plant is a native weed to the Appalachian area. Early settlers called it “Dog bane” because they thought dogs disliked the smell. It was cultivated as a major crop before World War II, supplying the world with rope for shipping and construction. But fears of Cannabis use as an intoxicant led to outlawing all American hemp cultivation. Early use of Reefer was limited but, by the sixties, pot became a major, and highly profitable industry.




   




  Kentucky happily competed with California, Mexico and Hawaii to produce the highest potency, most desirable plants and had the advantage of short logistical connections to most of the country.




   




  The hill country already had a strong tradition of supporting illegal moonshine production and adapted easily to marijuana. The hospitable soils, mild weather and rugged terrain made illicit pot growing a cottage industry. In time, big city criminals allied with local growers to take the business to industrial scale.




   




  Law enforcement was at a serious disadvantage with an uncooperative populace, remote forested growing sites, poor roads and lines of communication. In recent years, more than three million plants have been destroyed by government agents who estimate they find only ten percent of the crop.




   




  Marijuana income is estimated to eclipse all other agriculture in the state and may actually be its single most profitable industry, surpassing coal, manufacturing and health care.
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  The trees once went out to anoint a king over them.




  And they said to the Olive Tree,




  “Reign over us”




  But the olive tree said




  “Shall I leave my abundance, by which gods and men are honored, and go hold sway over the trees?




   




  And the trees said to the fig,




  “You come and reign over us”




  But the fig said, “Shall I leave my sweetness and my good fruit and go hold sway over the trees?”




   




  And the trees said unto the vine,




  “You come and reign over us”




  But the vine said, “Shall I leave my wine that cheers God and men and go hold sway over the trees?”




   




  Then all the trees said unto a thorny weed,




  “You come and reign over us”




  And the tall weed said, “If in good faith you are anointing me king over you, then come and take refuge in my shade, but if not, fire shall come out of me and devour all of you and all the cedars of Lebanon.”




  —Judges 9




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  Kentucky Weed




   




  





  Welcome Home




   




  The sign read, “Wade County, Home of the Wade High Warriors.” It should have said, “You are now leaving the twenty-first century and headed straight back into the eighteen hundreds.” Joshua Stiles followed a two-lane road that ran between four-foot-high walls of loosely stacked stones.




  It was farm country, rolling hills just showing the first green of springtime. Farmers were everywhere preparing to plant. As he passed, they all stopped to watch. Stone faced men in coveralls, they would fold their arms to stare at his car, a fairly new SUV, not a pickup. But strangely, they all gave stiff, reluctant waves. It seemed almost involuntary, something they just had to do despite their suspicious, almost hostile expressions.




  Peculiar. Almost everyone waved at him. Even drivers of oncoming cars waved to him. Actually, there were no other cars, only pickup trucks. He quickly decided there were rules to the wave thing. Young girls waved with flapping hands and broad smiles. Teenage boys made one pass with the non-driving hand as though wiping their windshield. Older men raised fingers from their steering wheels in a subdued version of a wave. Men of fighting age limited their recognition to just a finger or two and maybe a cautious nod.




  The land was hilly and wooded but every bit of level farmland was laid out in rectangles of fresh earth that would likely become corn, soybean, alfalfa or tobacco. Like most agricultural communities, Wade County seemed a mix of poverty and wealth, heavily weighted toward the poverty side of the scale.




  This was Josh Stiles’ birthplace and he was coming home, but to a home he did not remember. He was coming to find his roots, his place in the world. Recently returned from the Middle East, retired from the Marine Corps and deserted by his wife and son, he found himself alone and rudderless in a fast-paced world he no longer understood. Perhaps, if he went back to his parents’ ancestral home, he could rebuild some sort of life, some sort of identity, something to care about.




  Canaan was the county seat. Set in the Appalachian foothills, it was a picturesque little village with a mid-western feel. The town square was a manicured lawn where memorial statues guarded a brick courthouse topped by a white cupola. All around the courthouse square storefront buildings stood in varying degrees of neglect. There were no pedestrians in sight. The only cars were parked in front of the Canaan Café.




  That is where Joshua Stiles headed. That is where his search would begin, the search for his past, his people, his heritage.




  He could see his breath on this crisp March morning, but Josh wore no coat. He did still wear the Marine Corps bravado, if not the uniform. He stood, squared his shoulders and marched to the café.




  An oversized front door layered with flaking paint had a brass handle worn down by generations of calloused hands. Josh took a breath and added one more handprint. Inside, cigarette smoke competed with the smell of strong coffee but grease sizzling on the skillet overpowered them all. All clatter of tableware and all conversation stopped. All heads turned to face the newcomer.




  A fleshy woman in a stained apron stood behind the counter, one hand on a coffee pot, the other on her hip. Close to six feet, she would have probably wrestled in the light-heavyweight division. Who knows, maybe she had. She chewed and grinned through smoker’s teeth. “Well, just a-looky here. What brings you to visit Canaan, mister?”




  Josh was used to attracting attention. Just six feet himself, he had a weight lifter’s arms, chest and neck. He surveyed the crowd, all men, most scruffy, some full-bearded. They wore overalls, insulated jumpsuits, camouflage shirts or just denim working clothes. Every single one of them wore a ball cap. It could have been a casting call for a Duck Dynasty TV show.




  He tried to be polite. His mother taught him that politeness was important to the country people. “Good morning, ma’am. I’ve just come for coffee, if you would be so kind.”




  “Well, just sit yourself down, honey.” She nodded toward a vacant chrome and plastic barstool. Josh sat at the counter as his two neighbors made room and nodded silently to him. The big woman behind the counter slapped down a mug and poured 30-weight black coffee from a Pyrex. Standing back, she crossed her arms, coffee pot still in hand. She was chewing and grinning. “Now, like I said, what brings you to Canaan, good looking?”




  Josh smiled and accepted the cup. “I’m here to see where I was born.”




  Now the crowd was fully focused. The big woman asked, “So, what’s your name, sweetie?”




  “Joshua, Joshua Stiles. Do you know anyone named Stiles around here?”




  The whole place erupted into laughter. The woman shook her head. “Are you for real? Did you not notice when you come into town, you passed the Stiles Ford Dealership or the Stiles & Son Funeral Home? How about the Jeremy Stiles Insurance office? This whole town is owned by your kin…and you don’t know it? Where did you grow up, boy?”




  Josh sipped and fought the urge to spit out the acid brew. Instead, he grimaced and said, “Man, that’s hot.”




  She wasn’t about to be put off. “Got to be hot to kill the germs. Now, where did you say you come from, Mister Joshua Stiles?”




  He didn’t like being interrogated. He didn’t like her tone. He looked her hard in the eye before speaking. “It doesn’t really matter where I came from. I’m trying to decide where I’m going and I thought I’d start here. This is where I was born, where my father lived, where my roots are. My old life is over and I’m looking for a new one. That okay with you?”




  He didn’t mean to sound belligerent. It just came out.




  She sniffed. “Well, excuse me all to hell. I was just asking a friendly question is all. No reason to get your hackles up. We don’t get a lot of tourists here and I was curious. I’m still curious. For instance, I’m wondering just who was your daddy that you say lived here. Likely, some of us might have knowed him.” She leaned over the counter bringing her face close to his. “If that’s not too personal.” She smelled of chewing tobacco and cooking grease.




  “No ma’am.” Perhaps calling her ma’am might make up for his momentary lapse of courtesy. “My father’s name was Jonathan Stiles. He was killed in the Vietnam War. My mother took me away to Cincinnati. She died and I just want to know more about them. She never spoke about her home except to tell me it was beautiful, like the Garden of Eden.”




  “Johnny Stiles.” A voice came from the back of the room. An old man sat alone with his coffee cup wrapped in two gnarled hands. He wore a week’s worth of beard and a lifetime’s worth of hostility on his face. Sun and grime of outdoor living had etched deep furrows around his eyes and mouth. His voice had the hard edge of a judge announcing a sentence,




  “I knew him. I played football with him in high school. We was friends, best friends, up until he ran off with that Mabry woman. After that I was shed of him. Never spoke again.”




  The old man sipped, grimaced at the bitter taste.




  Josh spun on his stool. He tried to control his anger. “May I know your name, sir?”




  The man stared at his cup as he spoke. “Bennett, I’m Clyde Bennett.”




  “And why, sir, do you speak ill of my mother?”




  Clyde Bennett looked up. His lips became thin and mean. “She was Mabry. She and her kind have visited great pain upon me and mine. I don’t know you, Joshua Stiles, but I expect you are no better than them, and they are no better than copperheads that hide in the grass. They are a low and hateful people, a scourge upon our land.”




  Josh felt his neck flush and forced himself to be calm. His mother had just been insulted and he knew he could thrash the man who insulted her, but he held back. “Mister Bennett, I do not know what grudge you hold against my parents but I would like to find out more if you—”




  The woman behind the counter broke in. “Don’t pay no mind to old Bennett. He’s one to blame others for his own failings.” She drew as close as the counter allowed and Josh could see her name tag. “Pearl,” it read. Somehow, that didn’t seem to fit. She spoke in a quiet voice as though the people within arm’s reach could not hear. “Young Joshua, if you want to learn of your family, you must go see the Deacon. He’ll put you straight.”




  “Thank you, ma’am. And how would I find this Deacon?”




  She leaned back and drew herself up to look like the warrior queen in a Wagner opera but with a coffee pot instead of a spear and horned helmet. “You just walk across the grass to the courthouse. His office is upstairs. He is the Judge Executive for Wade County and his name is one you can remember. It’s Stiles.”




  

    	 


  




  The Deacon sat behind a massive oak desk said to have once been used by Henry Clay. His office seemed dark despite the sunny morning outside. Oak and walnut paneling held stuffed heads of a twelve-point buck, a black bear and an elk, making it seem more hunting lodge than office. A brass chandelier did little to brighten the somber feel.




  A petite woman with gray hair tucked in a neat bun poked her head through the door. “Sir, Amanda is on the phone. She says it’s urgent.”




  “Thank you, Arlene. I’ll take it in here.”




  He was a large, lanky man who could have been a Mark Twain impersonator lacking only the moustache and string tie. His rumpled white suit and great mane of white hair certainly fit the image. He picked up a corded telephone receiver and sat back. “Morning, honey. What could be urgent on this fine spring day?”




  The old wine leather chair creaked as he sat back. “I see. So my young nephew Wendell, has picked himself up a young lady and stopped at the Marathon gas station. I don’t see how — ”




  He listened for a time and then sat upright. “Are you sure? Do you really trust that facial recognition software?” He paused to listen and his lips tightened. “Call Emily at the DEA field office. See if she can verify that the woman works for them. Then see if you can track Wendell’s car. I’ll head out to meet them.”




  Before the receiver hit its cradle he yelled, “Arlene, round up Leroy and Lester. Have Ulysses bring my car around. We have business that needs tending.”




  

    	 


  




  Wade County’s Museum and History Center was a converted 19th century hotel. Manikins in limp military uniforms of different eras stood guard at every corner. Display cases held old farm implements, knives and guns. The walls were covered with faded pictures, mostly local men who died in combat.




  A little chime on the door tinkled as Josh entered. The place seemed abandoned. Dimly lit, it was as still and dusty as a crypt. After a moment, he heard the clack, clack of a woman in orthopedic shoes who appeared out of shadow. Thin and spindly, her print cotton dress hung as if still on a hanger. It was hard to judge her age, certainly not young.




  “May I help you, sir?” She spoke carefully, like a librarian.




  Josh tried to be friendly. “I hope so, ma’am.” Always remember the ma’am. “I ‘m trying to learn a bit about my family. They are from Wade County. I went to see the man called Deacon Stiles but he was out. The lady at the courthouse recommended I come here.”




  “Oh certainly, sir.” Her suspicious tone relaxed. “Who, specifically were you trying to trace?”




  Josh thought about that for a second. “Well actually, me. I’m trying to find out where I came from.”




  Still friendly, she asked, “And what is your name, sir?”




  “Joshua Stiles. My parents were Jonathan and Alva.”




  “Oh dear.” The woman took an involuntary step back but collected herself. “Well, I can certainly help you with that. I am Sarah Farnsley Stiles and I can quote your kinship line from memory. In fact, I am a part of that line.” She pondered for a moment. “I would be your third cousin by marriage…twice removed. Yes, I believe that’s right.”




  She turned down the dark hallway. “Please follow me back to our genealogy center and I’ll show you the charts.” As they walked she apologized. “Please forgive the lack of lighting. We’ve had some cutbacks due to the economy. Donations aren’t what they were. I still volunteer because I think it’s important work. Keeping the past is a duty of each new generation.” Her voice became a little harder. “We must not forget. We must not.”




  She flicked a switch and banks of fluorescent lights winked on to reveal a warehouse sized room crammed with neat bookshelves and file cabinets. She marched confidently to hang a wall chart that unrolled like a window shade.




  “There we are. This is your branch of the Stiles family.” The three foot square chart showed a Christmas tree diagram of tiny boxes filled with handwritten notes. She pointed near the bottom. “There you are, Joshua Earl Stiles and here is your daddy, Jonathan Williston Stiles. Isn’t that thrilling? You can see your whole history at a glance.”




  Josh bent close and squinted. “Why, in the box for my mother’s name, does it just say, ‘see chart 4A’?”




  Sarah licked her lips and tried a weak smile. “We keep separate charts for the Mabrys. I can show you if you like.” She hesitated. “Perhaps it would be better if we just spoke for a bit. Would you ever care to have coffee?”




  “Sure, as long as it’s better than that at the Canaan Café. I take it black.”




  She smiled and puttered at a counter before returning with two large mugs. Then she and Josh settled at a conference table. Sarah began, staring into space and seeming to choose her words carefully.




  “Jedidiah Stiles came through the Cumberland gap with a group of fur trappers well before Daniel Boone. They called those men ‘long hunters’ because their expeditions lasted for years. They faced great hardship and harassment by Indians but came home rich with beaver and fox and other pelts. Later, he fought in the Revolution and was promoted to captain in the Virginia Militia. After the war, the new American government had no money so he was rewarded instead with a land grant in the Kaintuckee wilderness. Of course, the American government didn’t own that land and the Cherokee didn’t take kindly to settlers on their hunting ground.”




  Sarah was lost in her story, smiling as though visualizing the heroes of her life and their adventures. “The Stiles settled this area and farmed it. They were prolific, averaging over ten children per family. They chased out Indians and spread throughout the hollows and valleys. They built the town of Canaan and it prospered. Later, about 1790 or so, the Mabrys came.”




  She folded her hands and became businesslike. “Bartholomew Mabry was an indentured servant, a slave really, who broke from his contract and fled to the Virginia hills with his wife and children. After the war, indenture was forgiven and he came here.




  The Stiles were proud Englishmen. The Mabrys were Scots Irish and there was some friction. Mabry and his clan homesteaded up in the hills but there was generally peace up until the civil war.” She sighed as though the events happened just yesterday. “The Stiles went Union and the Mabry boys fought for the Confederacy. The war spawned a new enterprise, moonshine whiskey for the troops in the field. That’s what started our local war. There was a fortune to be made supplying the soldiers and Wade County was conveniently located to ship the product to whichever army paid best. Competition for business led to raids on each other’s stills and wagons and boats. There were shootouts and ambushes. Our war here in Wade County wasn’t about slavery. It was about profit.”




  She pursed her lips. “Stiles controlled the railroad. Mabry controlled the river. There wasn’t enough corn to satisfy both…so they fought. Things got hateful and stayed that way long after the Union victory. Mabrys didn’t come to town. Stiles avoided the hills. By 1900 an uneasy peace had returned. In World War I, both families served admirably in the same regiment. There’s a statue on the square to commemorate. Wade County boys suffered some of the heaviest losses in the Army.”




  She sighed. “But then came prohibition. Our moonshine white whiskey was suddenly worth gold. The Stiles teamed up with Chicago and the Mabry’s tried to cut in. It turned into the Wild West. They shot up each other’s trucks and boats. They shot up each other. I can’t tell you how many died. Well, actually I can, but don’t want to. Even after the Volstead Act was repealed, most southern states kept liquor illegal so the fight went on until World War II. Then, there came another peace. For a good long while Mabry kids went to Canaan schools and shopped in town. Things were good.”




  Josh interrupted for the first time. “So what happened? The moonshine business again?”




  Sarah Stiles gave him a clerk’s smile without a hint of sincerity. “I am the keeper of the past. The present belongs to others and you must find your answers from them. I think you should have that talk with Deacon Stiles. He knows better than I how things stand today.”




  Sarah Farnsley Stiles folded her hands on the table before her and kept her stare focused back into the past, for which she was the keeper. Josh, sensing that their meeting was concluded, rose with a quiet “thank you” and left.




  

    	 


  




  A field of last year’s corn stretched for a hundred acres in all directions split right down the middle by a gravel road. Endless furrows of six-inch stubble were all that remained of what had been an ocean of lush green cornstalks. Today it looked barren and dead.




  Two pickup trucks approached from opposite directions on the lone road. One was a white Ford F-350 with four doors, tinted windows and dual rear wheels. It turned and stopped at an angle that blocked the road. From the north, a bright red pickup with oversized tires and chrome exhaust stacks came tearing so fast it seemed to float over the ground, rising and falling with each small undulation of the road. The red truck’s driver slammed on his brakes and skidded to a dust swirling stop.




  Skinny and pugnacious, Wendell Stiles jumped out of the truck screaming, ready for combat. He had been up all night smoking and drinking and he was strung tight.




  “What the hell, man? Get that damned rig out to my way, ya hear? Get it the hell out…”




  Wendell’s voice trailed as he saw two giants emerge from the big white truck. Leroy and Lester were Deacon Stiles’ personal bodyguards and gofers. Wendell thought they probably had a combined weight just over six hundred pounds and a combined IQ just over one sixty. Despite their ill-fitting suits, they looked more like Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum than businessmen.




  Wendell tried to compose himself. “What the hell, man? Why for you blocking the road?”




  The two human megaliths said nothing. They simply folded their hands and stared at Wendell. He squirmed. “Now, come on, man. I got places to go, things to do. I need to be getting on, ya hear.” Leroy and Lester both looked up into the distance. Wendell turned to the same direction and exhaled the words, “Oh, sweet Jesus.”




  An old powder blue Lincoln Towncar was coming down the same road Wendell just travelled. The young man began to pace. His face and shoulder flinched and he fidgeted in a pantomime of hand washing. What was he going to do? What was he going to say? He took a deep breath and straightened. He could do this. Deacon Stiles was his grandfather. He could handle the old man. He could.




  The Towncar pulled to a stop and the Deacon emerged from the back door, paused and donned a broad-brimmed white hat that added to his Mark Twain look. He had a politician’s smile as he approached the passenger side of Wendell’s truck and bent to look in. The Deacon made a nod and touched the brim of his hat, greeting the occupant.




  Then he stood and faced Wendell. “Do you know who she is?”




  “Yes, sir. Her name is Mary Ellen Hargisty and she is…”




  The Deacon shook his head. “No, it is not. I believe her name is Special Agent Travis of the Louisville Drug Enforcement Administration. Wendell, you brought a Fed into our home. You have brought the enemy to my doorstep. I am a forgiving man Wendell, but I struggle to know what is the correct thing to do in this situation. How shall I right this wrong?”




  Wendell fought to keep from whimpering. “Sir, that can’t be. She’s just a girl I met at the track…”




  The Deacon shook his head one more time. “Leroy, bring her out.” The big man lumbered to the truck but she locked the door. Leroy shrugged and used his elbow to smash her side window. Then he reached through the shards to open the door unbothered by her flailing blows. Leroy took a great handful of hair and dragged her, screaming and fighting to stand before the Deacon. Once calmed, she looked small and frail in her University of Kentucky sweater and tight jeans.




  Deacon Stiles forced a smile and shouted. “Lester, fetch her purse.” They waited. No one spoke. The woman was in her mid-twenties but looked more like a teenager as she sulked and hunched her shoulders. Lester came slowly as he rooted through an oversized shoulder bag. His voice was higher than you would expect from such a large man.




  “Okay, sir. She’s got a Berretta nine millimeter, a cell phone, a couple of credit cards, a driver’s license, a DEA badge and a ton of makeup.” Lester looked up seeking approval.




  The Deacon sighed. “The name, Lester, what is her name?”




  “Oh yeah, her name. It’s Rebecca Travis.” Lester looked pleased with himself.




  The Deacon was already on his phone. Wendell tried to stay composed. At his best, he wasn’t a “composed” sort of guy and right now, he was not as his best. Try as he might, he could not stand still or suppress the little noises that rose in his throat. The Deacon’s words hit him hard. “Amanda, honey, you were right. The girl is Agent Rebecca Travis. What have you been able to find out about her?”




  The Deacon listened intently with only an occasional acknowledgement. Finally, he hung up and turned to the young woman. “Ms. Travis, it appears you are a very brave woman to come here with my grandson, Wendell. It was a courageous act to go trolling the betting windows looking for some high roller who looked like a drug offender and then hook up with him…but it was also foolish. You’re obviously new to the DEA. I know you worked with the State Police until last month and you’re not yet versed in your new employer’s procedures. For instance, the DEA requires that you never go undercover without an approved itinerary, contact point and escape plan.”




  He paused to let that sink in. “Ms. Travis, you had none of those protections. For whatever reason, you were freelancing. No one knows where you are. No one is going to come looking for you. Girl, what were you thinking?”




  Wendell could be quiet no longer. “Sir, she didn’t do nothing. She don’t know nothing. She can’t harm us. Just let her go. Please, just let her go.” He fought back a tear and his nose was running.




  Rebecca Travis spoke for the first time. “It’s all right, Wendell.” She cleared her throat. “You are only partly right, Mr. Stiles. I saw your grandson at the track, clearly stoned and throwing hundred dollar bills all around. I took his picture and checked him out with our duty officer. They’ll have a record of my call. They know I’m here. Now, I have seen no illegal behavior except that stash of marijuana Wendell has under his seat and I’m willing to forget this whole thing if you are.”




  The Deacon shook his head. “My daughter, Amanda, has checked you out as well. She says you have a reputation as a crusader, a zealot, a true believer. They say your brother died of an overdose and you aim to put every drug dealer in Kentucky behind bars. Forgive me, but I don’t believe you’re the type to just forget anything.”




  His ring tone was church bells. He answered. “Yes, honey. She says she called her duty officer.” The Deacon moved his phone from his lips and yelled, “Lester, give me the girl’s cell phone.” Taking it from Lester’s hand, he fiddled with the keypad and then held it before him at arm’s length as he read off the numbers and times of recent calls.




  Wendell could feel the drugs wearing off. His hyperactivity was fast fading into lethargy. His throat was dry and his emotions seemed to dull. Gravity pulled him and he wanted to fall to the ground and curl up, but he fought to stay upright. He heard the Deacon’s voice but it seemed distant. His nose still dripped.




  “Thank you, Amanda. I appreciate your help.” The Deacon hung up and turned to the woman still locked in Leroy’s massive hands. “Ms. Travis, you didn’t call your duty officer. You texted your roommate. You told her you had ‘a live one’ and he was going to lead you right to the viper’s nest. Now, was that a nice way to describe my family? What, exactly, did you expect to find here?” As an afterthought, he said, “Let her go, Leroy. Let her speak freely.”




  She wrenched away from the giant’s grip and rubbed her arms where his hands had been. After a moment she spoke but so softly it was hard to hear. “This place is a snake pit and I was coming for you, Mr. Stiles. You think I’m a zealot? You don’t have a clue. I hate you and I intend to see you go down no matter what happens to me. You killed my brother and my uncle. You drove my mother crazy, all because they dared to challenge you and your little empire. I aim to see you dead.”




  The Deacon bit down hard. For a long time no one spoke. Then the Deacon nodded as though he understood. “Travis. That’s not really your last name, is it?”




  She clutched her arms and shook her head. “It’s my married name, but I’m divorced now.”




  “Any children?”




  She shook her head again.




  “That’s a shame. A woman should have children. They are her legacy to the world. Now, Rebecca, I’m going to let you go. I’m going to let you walk away. After today, no one here will ever think of you again, so go ahead. Walk.”




  She looked stunned, glancing back and forth between faces. Wendell avoided eye contact. She took a step and then another, backing away from the men, gaining energy, stepping faster.




  The Deacon watched her retreat and commanded, “Leroy, give Wendell your gun.”




  Wendell came alive. “No sir, I will not harm this lady. She has done nothing. I shall not…”




  “If she escapes, you’ll go to jail, Wendell. That’s an actual fact. I won’t be able to save you and she won’t stop there. She’s a bitter woman and she won’t rest till we’re all done in. Now, take the gun and kill her.”




  “No. I won’t.” Wendell began to cry.




  “Kill her, boy. Or, she’ll kill you. Do it. Do it now.”




  Wendell took the gun in two shaky hands and turned to see Rebecca Travis pick up speed. Tears poured. He raised the pistol but he was too unsteady to really aim. His first shot startled him.




  Rebecca broke into a dead run. A quarter mile of open space in every direction, there was no cover. She zigged and zagged desperately.




  “Shoot her, boy. It’s her or us. Shoot her.” Leroy and Lester joined the chorus. “Shoot her, man.” Wendell fired once more, and then again, and again. Now the two big men joined in. Lester used her Berretta and Leroy drew his gun. It sounded like a shooting gallery. Wendell, Lester and Leroy emptied their clips. The air smelled of burnt gunpowder.




  When it was done, Special Agent Rebecca Travis lay in an unnatural pose like a scarecrow fallen off its post, arms askew and head slumped. Wendell sobbed violently as the Deacon came and put an arm around the boy.




  Wendell sounded as empty as his gun. “Why did we have to go and do that? Why did we have to hurt her? She wasn’t going to…”




  “Hush, boy,” the Deacon said softly. “You heard her story. You saw her red hair and the set of her jaw. She may have used Travis as her last name but I saw her for what she truly was. Her maiden name, her true name, was Mabry, and she meant to do us in. We had to look out for our family. The family always comes before anything, Wendell. You’ll come to know that in time. But for now, you have done what had to be. Do not dwell on it.”




  The Deacon walked Wendell back to the red truck but the boy’s eyes remained locked on the dead girl out in the empty cornfield…all alone. Silently, he mouthed the words, “I hate you.”




   




   




   




   




  Meet the Stiles




   




  There were no hotels in Canaan but Sarah Farnsley Stiles, the keeper of the past, had recommended Josh try Mrs. Campbell’s Bed and Breakfast.




  It was an easy drive on a country road to Campbell’s Pay Lake, just a muddy pond really. A sign at the entrance offered bass fishing for three dollars including bait and directed fishermen to check in at the house. A gravel road wound beside the “lake” to a bungalow with a white picket fence and a variety of ornamental trees and bushes not yet in bloom. The scene qualified as quaint, the kind of picture you see at Cracker Barrel.




  Mrs. Campbell was a jovial woman with puffy cheeks, a permanent apron and tightly curled gray hair. She let a screen door bang as she came outside onto the wraparound porch drying her hands on a towel.




  “Good morning to you.” She was as cheery as a song bird. Josh liked her immediately.




  “Good morning. I wonder if you might have a room for a few nights. I’m not sure how many.”




  Her smile didn’t waver but her eyes said she was sizing him up. “Well, of course, dear. It’s fifty dollars a night and that includes a country breakfast. The room is upstairs but you have a back stairway for a private entrance. I allow no alcohol or firearms and no visitors.” She waited for Josh to respond to her conditions.




  “That sounds fine.”




  She beamed. “Well, all right then. Let’s get you signed in. Do you need help with bags? From the looks of you, I expect not. You seem like a strapping young man who doesn’t need help with much of anything. So, come on in. I have coffee on.”




  Inside, Mrs. Campbell’s house was a time capsule crowded with antique overstuffed furniture complete with lace doilies. The wallpaper was flowered and every bit of flat surface was filled with bric-a-brac. A huge picture of Jesus, radiant with flowing light brown hair, smiled down from the small fireplace mantle. Even the odor was carefully preserved from times past.




  Paperwork completed, Josh lugged his bags upstairs and settled in. The outside stair had a small landing where he stood and surveyed the land, the land of his parents, the land he came from. It seemed a pleasant place. He tried to feel some sort of connection.




  Endless wooded hills stretched as far as he could see. Like layers of cardboard silhouettes, one behind another, they went on forever. Each new layer grew a little hazier, less distinct, as though fading into oblivion.




  These were the Kentucky knobs his mother spoke of. Some were as round as a tennis ball cut in half. Some were pyramid shaped. Others were just humps like the Loch Ness Monster captured in stone. Near the base of each knob, brown earth farm plots had been randomly cut out of the tree line. There was almost no other sign of human presence.




  The boarding house grass was neatly trimmed. Nearby barn and outbuildings of unpainted wood leaned as though collapse was imminent. Farm equipment lay scattered. A blackened oil drum must have been used to burn garbage. Birds he could not identify flittered all around, unconcerned with his presence.




  He took a deep breath of country air and smiled. He was home, sort of. Now, he needed to learn about this place. Here, there were secrets that had shaped his early life. Here, there were untold stories that molded his parents’ lives. Here, there were people like him, people with the same blood line, the same DNA, the same background. His very identity lay in these hills.




  His little reverie was interrupted as an oversized white pickup truck pulled in below. Two enormous men in cheap suits slammed truck doors and went to the front porch. They didn’t look as though they were here to pay for fishing.




  It didn’t take Mrs. Campbell long to knock. Her tone wasn’t quite as cheerful as before. “Mr. Stiles. Oh, Mr. Stiles. Yoo hoo, are you in there?”




  He opened the door and she leaned in to whisper. “Two of Deacon Stiles’ men are here to fetch you. Now, I know you aren’t familiar with our ways but it would be quite rude to refuse an invitation to go visit.” Her brow knit as she chose her words. “You’re a Stiles. Now, here we treat kin special. Do you know what I mean?” There was real concern in her voice.




  Josh wanted to give her a reassuring pat her on the shoulder but he didn’t. “Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m happy to go see this Deacon fellow. In fact, I was hoping to see him. Tell them I’m just going to change my shirt and I’ll be down.”




  She flicked a smile of relief just as a voice from downstairs boomed, “What’s the holdup?”




  “He’s putting on a shirt. You boys just hold your horses,” she shouted back with a touch of irritation.




  “The Deacon said to bring him now, not when he damned well felt like it.”




  Mrs. Campbell was down the steps in a flurry, finger wagging and chin thrust forward. “Now, you just listen to me, Leroy Hobin. This here is my house and I don’t allow language. Do ya’ hear? Now, my guest will be down in a jig so you just sit tight and be respectful.”




  Leroy took a step back. Mrs. Campbell, whose eyes were barely level with his chest, glared up at him with hands on her hips. Josh didn’t want to cause her trouble. He forgot about the shirt and came down the stairs, slowly, shoulders squared, hands clenched. Everyone turned to look at him.




  Close cut, muscled and intense, he looked tough. He liked looking tough, being tough. In the Marine Corps, his nickname had been Bulldog and he liked it. Bulldog Stiles, Lieutenant Colonel Bulldog Stiles. Men feared him. No one gave him crap. Certainly, not these two Neanderthals.
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