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The rabbit’s frantic cries drifted across the
refuge, riding the afternoon breeze. The coyote pricked his ears,
homing on the sound, and went on full alert. Survival instincts,
refined through the centuries, warned the canine that something was
not right about that curious noise. He had heard the sound before,
or something similar, when using his powerful jaws to crush and
kill a cottontail. Having eaten nothing larger than a vole for two
days, the coyote was hungry, and his belly tightened in
anticipation of a meal. Earlier, his keen sense of smell had caught
a whiff of his mortal enemy, man; but for now, there was nothing
unfamiliar on the wind.

The squeals were coming from a thick patch of
switch grass which so often served as a hiding place for small
game. The coyote ached to investigate, but there was a problem;
there was no cover between it and the potential prey. Being fully
exposed on open ground was risky, possibly fatal. Only a few days
ago, a plume of rock and dirt had erupted beneath the coyote’s
belly, followed by the crack of a rifle. The shooter had missed,
but the experience remained in the canine’s memory.

The squeals grew faint. Was the prey running
away or dying? Something was wrong. The tone and pitch
sounded like a rabbit but . . . The coyote’s small brain
struggled to analyze the problem but simply lacked the capacity.
The wary animal remained in the nearest cover, a small depression
where an oak tree had been uprooted by an ice storm, watching,
waiting for the nagging sense of danger to pass.

 


 


 


Three hours earlier

It was a picture perfect spring afternoon with
mostly blue-bird skies and only a few dark clouds on the western
horizon when Jim Cutter drove through the gate of the Sequoyah
National Wildlife Refuge. The parking lot was empty if you did not
count the lone white pickup in front of the headquarters. Jim got
out and stretched his six-foot-two-inch frame, trying to relieve
the stiffness from the long drive. He had gone to work at 6:00 that
morning, using trade time with Microweb, his employer, to be at the
refuge by mid-afternoon. His light brown hair was in need of a
trim, and he covered it with a ball cap adorned with a stitched
image of an eagle on the front. He wore his usual attire: blue
jeans—a size bigger than he wanted to admit—a plain dark tee shirt,
and hiking boots.

A southwest wind hit him with a blast of
unusually hot air for April. Jim recognized it as the beginning of
a typical Oklahoma season, a couple weeks of spring followed by
months of sweltering summer heat. The headquarters and visitor
center was built of tan brick, rectangular, without a hint of
modern architecture, plain, simple and efficient, a typical
government construction for a national refuge. On his way in, Jim
glanced at the white pickup, noting the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service decal on the door.

Welcome cool air poured from the vents of the
building as he entered. The office was clean and well lit. A
slotted plastic rack hung just inside the entrance, stuffed with
brochures, maps, bird lists and rules of the refuge. One desk was
vacant while a big man with a badge on his shirt and a dark
suntanned face sat behind another, two-finger pecking on a keyboard
and frowning. His name tag read, “G. Berkley – Refuge Manager.” The
man stopped typing and stood up, welcoming the interruption. Jim
handed him a business card.

“Wildlife photographer, huh? What can I do
for you?” Berkley asked.

“Thought I’d stop by and check to see if you or
any visitors had seen any animal activity lately, especially bobcat
or coyote.” Jim said. “I wanted to ask about the otters as well. I
remember seeing a couple of them once, but that was at least two
years ago.”

“We haven’t seen the otters for a long time. Not
sure what happened to them. I did see a bobcat on the far west edge
of the refuge about two months ago, but none since then. We had a
young couple stop by here—I think it was last Tuesday—and said
they’d spotted a coyote. You’ve been here before, haven’t you? You
look kind of familiar.”

“I’ve been here several times,” Jim said. “It’s
one of my favorite refuges. It doesn’t have the crowds that many of
the parks and other refuges do. Besides, it’s not all that far from
where I live.”

“Where you from?” the manager asked.

“Tulsa,” Jim said. “Lived there most of my
life.”

“Been there, of course,” said Berkley. “Got an
uncle that lives there. Nice town. Too many people for me
though.”

“Too many for me too,” Jim said. “I’d rather
live here and have your job.”

Berkley smiled. “You’re welcome to it, Mr.
Cutter. Look around. See anyone else working? We’ve had so many
budget cuts, most of the time I’m running this place by myself. I
do have a gal that comes in twice a week to help with the
paperwork, but that’s it. I got three more years before I retire,
at least I hope that’s all I got. Then I’ll go out and take
pictures while you work in front of this darned computer.” Both men
chuckled.

“Now, about that coyote. You know that dead end
road off the main loop, the one that goes between the two fields?
Has one of those round metal privies at the end?”

“I do,” Jim nodded.

“From the couple’s description, I think that’s
about where they saw it. Said the animal was just loping along,
then ducked into the brush when he heard them. Don’t know if that’s
much help to you. You probably know about coyotes, being a wildlife
photographer and all. They’re pretty unpredictable.”

“You’re right about that,” Jim said. “I’ve got a
photo blind with me. I’d like to set it up somewhere around there
and try my luck. If I happen to get a good shot, would you like a
print?”

“That’d be great. I’d appreciate it. I could
hang it over there on the wall and put your card with it. Maybe
someone would buy a copy. Well, I better get back to work. I’m so
far behind, I barely have time to look up.” G. Berkley returned to
the computer. The frown reappeared.

“Thanks,” Jim said over his shoulder.

Jim went to the passenger side of his pickup, a
Chevy Silverado with an extended cab, and opened his camera bag.
With a smooth practiced motion, he snapped a 100-400 millimeter
lens onto his Canon 40D digital camera and checked the settings. If
any wildlife popped up on the way in, he would be prepared. He
grinned as he thought back to something he had read somewhere about
why people always seem surprised when they see wildlife in a
wildlife refuge? Once, he had driven up on a red-tail hawk feeding
on something beside the road. Naturally the hawk flew away before
he could get a camera ready. That had been frustrating, and he
swore he would be better prepared if it happened again.

Driving slowly along the main road, he scanned
both sides, looking for any sign of life, a movement, or a flash of
color. Over the years, he had become skilled at spotting animals
most people would never have noticed, a skill he practiced whether
he was going fifteen miles an hour or seventy. So far today, he had
seen nothing of interest, but he was not discouraged. The wildlife
would be more active toward the end of the day.

Finding the dead end road, he turned onto it and
decreased his speed to a walking pace, looking for a place to set
up. There was plenty of cover. That was good, and the lake on the
south would limit the animals’ approach routes, giving him a better
chance to spot something quickly. The “lake,” Jim knew, was not
actually a lake by the true definition of the word but was in fact
a reservoir fed by the Arkansas River and created by a lock and
dam. Jim often had nightmares about the Arkansas River; but for the
moment, his thoughts were concentrated solely on photography.

The location looked promising. The dead end road
would discourage most sightseers, and there was no boat ramp for
fishermen to use and disturb the scene. An old brush pile just off
the road looked ideal as a place to put a blind. He stopped,
dropped the tailgate, grabbed his sturdy Gitzo tripod, spread it,
and set it on the ground. He checked the collars on each leg to
make sure they were tight. He’d heard horror stories of expensive
cameras and lenses crashing to the ground because loose tripod legs
collapsed, and he took no chances of it happening to him. From the
passenger side, he unclipped the strap on a long black bag and
removed a huge lens, his pride and joy, a white 500mm Canon he
called Moby Dick. It had cost him two month’s pay; but if he were
ever to become the wildlife photographer he hoped to be, it was an
essential investment.

An electronic game caller was next, and he
placed it by the tripod. The caller was state-of-the-art, with a
memory card holding a dozen different calls. The digital
programming could not only simulate a squealing rabbit but also the
sounds of a fawn in distress, crows, owls, rodent squeaks, even the
rustle of leaves. A blind and a folding chair were retrieved from
the bed of the truck, which sported a matching covered shell with
sliding windows and screens. The shell had been another huge
expense, but it was worth it. He could sleep in it as well as haul
everything he needed and protect it from the weather. He looked
around for a place to park the truck. It made no sense to give away
the fact that a human was present when you were doing wildlife
photography. He thought back to something an old, experienced
photographer once told him--luck is the result of skill and
preparation--and Jim had never forgotten it.

Without bothering to turn the truck around, Jim
backed down the road looking for a place to park. He spotted an
entrance leading into a corn field and pulled in. It was off the
gravel and had the added advantage of a thick stand of sumac to
partially hide the Chevy. From previous visits, Jim knew fields
were common on the refuge. The crops, usually wheat, corn or
soybeans, provided nourishment for many of the animals, especially
deer and geese. The farmers harvested only a portion of the crop,
leaving the rest standing, an arrangement that worked well for both
man and animal.

He had taken a couple steps when he remembered
the bottle of water, reached through the window, grabbed it, then
continued his walk back down the dusty gravel road. He used the
opportunity to check for any sign of animal activity such as tracks
or poop. Except for a few scattered deer prints, there were none.
Back at the site, he carefully examined the area to determine the
best placement for the blind and caller. There were a lot of grass,
weeds and trees for cover; but it made finding a clear line of
sight difficult. He wanted the sun at his back to give the best
light on his subject. That was the first priority. After giving it
careful thought, he decided the best strategy would be to place the
blind on one side of the road and the caller on the other. The
thick, chest high grasses behind him would make the blind hard to
see. The caller unit would be in less dense vegetation but had
several large clumps of grass and a fallen tree to provide cover
for any wildlife that responded. It would do.

The first order of business was to test the
caller. He paced off twenty yards from the road and placed the
weather proof receiver with its enclosed speaker in a clump of
grass, covered it, then walked back to the transmitter. He turned
the power on and selected the rabbit in distress call.

Eeek, eeek, eeek!

It worked perfectly. Although Jim had never
actually heard a rabbit make such a noise, he thought the caller
sounded realistic.

The blind itself, made of polyester and spring
steel, was simple and easy to erect. He undid a couple tie lines,
unfolded it, hooked up a keeper latch, and it was ready to use. At
the front of the blind, Jim flattened some of the grass with his
feet to clear a path for his lens to shoot through. This way, the
blind would still be concealed on three sides. Broken limbs and
debris were everywhere from last December’s ice storm, and he
decided to use some of it to pile against the blind to further
break up the outline. With all his equipment inside, he readjusted
the tripod legs for the proper height. He slid the Canon’s power
switch to on and checked all the settings: aperture, shutter speed,
ISO, and burst rate. The memory card was empty and ready. The
battery showed a full charge. Taking a long pull from the water
bottle, Jim made himself as comfortable as possible on the little
folding chair to watch and wait. Wildlife photography takes a lot
of patience, an attribute Jim had plenty of. Some photographers
complained that sitting in a blind drove them nuts from boredom,
but Jim actually enjoyed it. By making himself invisible to the
animals, he had seen some fascinating wildlife behavior. It was
also a great place for reflection, to think and plan his life. Most
of the time, though, he thought about his late wife.

An hour passed without a sign of life, if you
didn’t count the red-tail hawk that circled overhead or the
red-winged blackbirds which congregated at a nearby puddle for a
drink and a quick bath. Jim decided to raise the volume on the
caller and eased the slider up a little. Too loud would be
unnatural, but it needed to project far enough to be heard by any
animals in the area. It was a delicate balance, but past success
had taught him what worked. He checked the camera settings again.
With the light beginning to change, he wanted to be sure of getting
the best possible exposure if anything was to show itself.

For the past hour, there had been no shade on
the blind and the heat had been like a sauna. However, now, with
evening approaching and a fresh breeze blowing off the lake, Jim
knew he could stick it out until photography was no longer possible
without flash, a feature he used only as a last resort. As the
shadows lengthened, Jim struggled to stay mentally alert. He knew
that dusk was prime time for predators to begin their evening hunt;
and if he was going to see anything at all, it would probably
happen in the next hour or so. His water was gone, and he really
needed to pee; but stepping out of the blind now would ruin any
chances for getting the shot. He made a mental note to bring some
kind of urine container next time.

Once again checking around the grass that hid
the remote receiver broadcasting the cry of the bleating rabbit, he
scanned the complete area, peeking through the small screened
windows cut into each side of the blind. Only one port was large
enough for the big lens, but he would be forewarned if something
was on the move.

Two doe came into view. The warm light gave the
scene a pleasing tone as they slowly grazed across the far side of
a field. He considered taking the shot, but to do so meant swinging
the lens around, possibly revealing his position to any other
animals that might be watching. He decided not to risk it. A big
buck with a massive rack would be another story, but it was the
wrong time of year for that. Those boys had already dropped their
antlers and now had nothing more than short, velvet covered spikes.
No, he would stay and hope for a coyote or a bobcat. Fishing and
hunting magazines, known as the hook and bullet market, had
used Jim’s photos before; but sales had been slow. Over the past
year, he had become painfully aware that selling photos had become
so competitive, to make a living as a photographer in the field of
wildlife was next to impossible. With the popularity of digital
cameras and their innovations, photo buyers and stock agencies were
flooded with excellent images. Still, Jim was stubborn and
determined; so he kept at it, going to the parks and refuges every
chance he had and hopefully adding great images to his stock files.
Truth was, Jim loved wildlife photography and would do it if he
never made another dime. The thrill of it, that jolt of adrenaline,
the sense of satisfaction which came when all the planning and
patience paid off and a great image was captured in that special
single moment of time, were what kept him coming back again and
again to such places as the one where he waited now.

Although the refuge was only about an hour and a
half drive from Jim’s home, he knew it would be quite dark for most
of the return trip; and he was getting tired. His butt ached, and
the heat had sapped his enthusiasm. A new look at the western sky
revealed a tinge of orange, but there was another development. A
line of dark angry clouds was rapidly building on the horizon, a
scene not uncommon in the Midwest. Clouds habitually developed into
severe storms and, all too often, into deadly tornadoes.

Oh great, he thought; now I’ll be
driving home in the rain. Jim hoped there would be no hail in
those clouds. His Chevy pickup was five years old but was still
relatively spotless with only one small dent near the bottom of the
rear wheel well where some jerk had hit him in a parking lot,
leaving no note, of course. He hoped to get another 50,000 miles on
it before a trade-in and was doing his best to keep it in good
shape and retain as much value as possible. Money had been tight
since his wife had died. Her job as a legal secretary had helped
pay the bills. Now, his regular paycheck was insufficient to make
ends meet, so he needed some extra income; but with the glut of
photos in the market, sales had dwindled.

Since there was little else to do in his blind
but think, Jim often fantasized about owning one of those
conversion camping vans he had seen on the Internet: soft beds, a
propane stove, a small refrigerator, even a port-a-potty. Pure
heaven compared to the worn out three-inch foam mattress, his only
amenity, which he carried in the bed of the pickup. However, those
kinds of vans were expensive, far beyond Jim’s budget; and there
was the ever-increasing cost of gas to consider. The pickup got
only eighteen miles to the gallon on a good day, and Jim doubted a
heavy van filled with all those luxuries could get anything near
that. Okay, quit dreaming, he muttered to himself. Stay
alert.

The storm clouds were approaching with
incredible speed and would soon block out the sun. Guessing there
were no more than about fifteen minutes of usable light, Jim gently
touched the shutter button of his camera, illuminating the display.
He debated changing the ISO setting to get a faster shutter speed.
If he did get a shot, freezing the action was essential; yet he
wanted to keep any digital noise, some still called it grain, as
low as possible. He decided to leave it as it was for now. Instead,
he pushed the volume of the caller one notch higher. It was at that
precise moment that the coyote stood up.
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The coyote had sensed no danger for some time
now. Hunger had replaced caution. Slowly he rose to his feet and
surveyed the surroundings one last time. He took a tentative step
in the direction of the last place he had heard that sound. As his
ears picked up another squeal, louder than the others, he could
hold back no longer and began a deliberate trot straight for the
potential prey.

Jim saw it immediately. His heart started
pounding as it always did when the payoff was imminent. Despite the
fading light, the big lens had no trouble auto-focusing on the
animal. It was moving faster now, too fast to avoid a little blur;
but Jim felt the coyote would stop somewhere, probably near where
the speaker lay hidden, and look around. That would be the money
shot. All he needed were a few seconds for the motor drive to
capture a dozen frames or more. He was ready.

Suddenly, everything changed. The coyote froze
for an instant, spun, and disappeared so quickly it was like it had
never been there.

“Son of a bitch,” Jim muttered aloud. What the
hell happened? Had he been seen? Had the wind shifted? Had he made
a noise? Then he heard it himself, the source of his frustration. A
vehicle was flying down the gravel road straight toward his
position, throwing a cloud of dust which drifted across the refuge
like a gray and dirty thunderhead.

“Sweet Baby Jesus! Why me?” Jim continued to
rant. It had happened before of course, many times; but he could
not check his anger. When you worked in a refuge or a park, there
was always the potential of someone or something coming along at
the worst possible time. The light blue Dodge van sped past Jim’s
location and came to a sliding stop in the gravel, not ten yards
from the water. The driver shut down the engine but stayed inside.
Dust continued to drift with the breeze.

What an idiot, Jim thought, shaking his
head. No one needed to be driving that fast on a refuge. There
were speed limits. Probably some locals with a snoot full of
booze, out here hoping to spot a big buck and drool about having it
in their sights next fall. The photo shoot was over. Another wasted
day and a half tank of gas for nothing. Jim flipped the caller
switch to off and was about to get out and stretch when an
attractive woman emerged from the passenger side. She quickly
walked to the water’s edge with short angry strides. The driver, a
husky male with broad shoulders, followed at a more leisurely
pace.

More out of curiosity than anything, Jim swung
the big lens around and focused on the couple that had ruined his
shoot. Despite the broken limbs and tall grass in his line of
sight, he could see that the man was of average height with raven
black hair that hung long, almost to his shoulder blades. The high
cheek bones and copper colored skin suggested he was probably an
American Indian. His shirt hung outside his pants, open in the
front with several buttons undone. The sleeves were cut off, making
his muscular arms look even bigger. A black ball cap with a Jack
Daniels logo was turned backward on his head.

Your typical redneck, thought Jim. He mockingly
wondered why the guy was not wearing camouflage pants like half the
good-old-boy population in this part of Oklahoma instead of the
gray ones with the big pockets he had on now. Yet, there was a
menacing air about the man, the way he moved, his scowl. Like the
coyote, Jim felt a sense of danger. Trusting his gut, Jim decided
to remain in the blind. He was well hidden, and neither of the
van’s occupants had seen him. He doubted they would stay long. The
man didn’t look like the kind that would come to a refuge just to
watch the sun go down.

The woman, on the other hand, was well dressed.
She had short blonde hair and looked to be in her mid-thirties. A
dark brown pantsuit accented her shapely body. Jim admired the fine
curve of her backside as she stood at the water’s edge. The woman
looked to the west, her attention drawn to the darkening sky.
Peeking through the blind’s observation port, Jim was beginning to
feel like a voyeur and was about to change his mind about staying
hidden when the Indian walked up behind the woman, looked around,
raised a pistol, and rapidly fired two shots directly into the back
of her head.
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Jim recoiled from the viewfinder so quickly that
he almost fell off his chair.

Oh no! Oh no! What’s going on? Holy Shit!

Cautiously, he eased back to the viewing port to
take another look. The woman was lying face down in the rocks, not
moving. The gunman was walking back to the van with a stride no
more hurried than that of someone out for an evening stroll. He
slid back into the driver’s seat, eased the Dodge forward a few
yards without bothering to close the door, then killed the engine
and walked to the rear of the vehicle. Swinging open the wide
double doors, he picked up what appeared to be an ordinary black
trash bag and returned to the body. He stared at it for a moment as
if watching for any sign of life. Then, grabbing the woman by the
hair, he worked her head into the bag then jerked the built-in
drawstrings tightly around her neck, tying them in a double
knot.

I’ve got to get a shot of this, Jim
thought, and moved from the viewing port to the camera. Slowly, he
swung the big lens toward the van and peered through the
viewfinder, but the scene was partially blocked by one of the many
clumps of tall grass. He quickly flipped the focus switch to manual
and tried to concentrate the focal point of the lens beyond the
obstruction, but it was not working. The grass was too thick for a
clear shot; but he took it anyway, hoping that an enlargement might
show something the police could use. He watched as the man now had
the woman by her wrists and was dragging her to the back of the
Dodge. Dropping her lifeless arms to the ground, he reached back
into the van, this time emerging with a wadded sheet of clear thin
plastic such as a painter might use to protect the carpet on an
indoor job. He spread the plastic on the ground next to the woman
and was about to roll her onto it when the wind gusted, picked up
the sheet, paused for a moment, then pushed it north, down the road
and directly toward Jim’ s blind.

Jim held his breath as the killer, now hurrying
for the first time, jogged after the plastic. For a few moments,
the sheet danced with the wind, an abstract ghostly form twirling
in the currents of the approaching storm. Then the breeze faded as
quickly as it had begun, ending the plastic sheet’s ethereal
performance on a dead branch of an oak tree just fifty yards from
the hidden photographer. As the Indian gathered the wayward
material, Jim once again noticed the man’s huge arms and could now
see that they were also heavily tattooed. He wanted another photo.
The tattoos might help identify this asshole, but would he see the
lens move or maybe hear the click? He’s close. He’s too
close! The man bent at the waist, grabbed the sheet of plastic,
and wadded it into a ball. Now! Jim pushed the shutter
button. Click. There was no reaction.

On the killer’s next attempt, the grisly task
went smoother. Rolling the body tightly in the wrap, the man
produced a roll of gray duct tape, took two wraps around her head
and continued with more wraps around the woman’s waist, knees, and
finally the ankles. He looked her over and, apparently satisfied
with his work, effortlessly picked her up and slid the body into
the van, quietly shutting the doors. For a moment, he considered
dumping the body in the round metal privy standing just off the
road but then thought better of it, deciding to stay with his plan.
A small puff of smoke from the tailpipe of the Dodge mixed with the
rising wind as the killer accelerated toward the exit.

By now the dark clouds had increased
dramatically and like giant black sponges, were absorbing what
little light remained. Lightning flashes in the southwest warned
that the weather was about to turn nasty, and soon. The van headed
out, moving fast. Panning the big lens, Jim tried to lock on the
license tag; but with the thick cloud of dust boiling up in the
van’s wake, the camera had a problem defining the subject and
searched for something, anything to focus on. Jim stabbed at the
auto focus override button again, switching it to manual and
managed one frame, one single image, as the Dodge sped away.

Able to exhale at last, Jim began to relax a
little. He had avoided detection, no doubt saving his life. In a
few minutes, the killer would be gone. Jim cursed himself when he
remembered he had left his cell phone in the charger at home. He
checked his watch. Berkley, the refuge manager, might still be in
the office. He would go there first, call the cops, show them
photos on his camera. He continued watching as the van’s headlights
came on; but then, almost immediately, the brake lights flared, and
the van slid to a stop.

Now what? Then he knew. His truck had been seen.
Once again he peered through the camera to get a better look. There
was just enough light to see the Indian walk to the pickup, open
the door, and illuminate the interior. Now he appeared to be
rummaging through the center console. Next, he went to the
passenger side. Probably checking the glove box, Jim
thought. After a few minutes the pickup went dark again. The killer
stepped back into the van, sat there a moment, then killed the
headlights and re-emerged. To Jim’s horror, the man began to walk
back down the road, back to the murder site, back to where Jim sat,
crouched in the blind. He could also see the man was carrying a
gun.

Okay, now the guy knows someone may be
around. No, he’s almost sure someone’s around. No one would leave a
pickup on a refuge unless it had broken down or maybe ran out of
gas. No, he’s looking for me. I can’t stay here; way too risky.
He’ll spot me for sure. Jim unhooked the latch on the rear of
the blind and started to back out, then stopped.

Get the camera, dumb shit; it’s got the
evidence in it. Hell, I’m not leaving Moby Dick either; I paid too
much for it.

Now on his knees, he loosened a knob and slid
the lens from the mount allowing the flap to fall closed and
eliminating one more visual clue to his presence. Jim took another
peek down the road. Crap, he’s close. I’ll never make it
out of here without being seen, and there’s no way he’ll miss the
blind on foot. Thinking quickly, he got an idea. As the killer
neared the hidden game caller, Jim flipped the power switch on and
pushed the volume control to maximum.

EEEK, EEEK, EEK, EEEK!

The Indian stopped in his tracks, crouched and
raised the gun, his head frantically swiveling from side to side,
searching for the source of the frantic yelps. With the volume the
caller was pumping out, it was not difficult to locate the
direction of the mysterious sound; and the man locked on it
immediately. Cautiously he began his approach, stopping twice to
look around. He eyed the clump of grass, parted it and saw the box.
He picked it up and stared at it while the simulated rabbit
continued to wail. A small red LED glowed by the power switch and
he pushed it. Silence again returned to the refuge.

Once again, the Indian raised the pistol,
holding it at arm’s length in a shooter’s stance, panning in a 360
degree circle. There was no one to be seen. Someone was there,
though, somewhere, somewhere close; he knew it. Carrying the box
back to the road, he sat it down and resumed his search. His pace
was slower now as he carefully examined every tree and bush along
with every clump of weeds and stand of grass he could see. Then he
saw it, a form—an unnatural shape. He readily recognized it for
what it was as he had used a blind many times while deer hunting.
The camouflage pattern and the brush had worked well, and the
killer could see how he had easily missed it from the van. He
pointed the pistol at the dome shaped structure and called out,
“You in there! Come out now!”

There was no reply, no sound. He found the
opening, parted the cloth, and looked inside. It was dark, but he
could identify the contents: a tripod, a chair, and another
electronic box with the same glowing LED. He straightened, stood
very still, thought about it, and listened.

Jim lay in the thick weeds, motionless, no more
than forty yards away. If there was one thing he had learned from
years of watching wildlife—predator and prey—it was that
movement was often fatal. If the prey could not outrun the pursuer,
the best thing to do was freeze, not move a muscle, and hope the
predator passes by. Jim was now the prey. He kept his head down,
not daring to look up and wishing he was not breathing so damned
hard. Insects were slowly eating him alive; he could feel something
crawling in his right ear, but slapping at it was out of the
question. He hoped he had made the right decision to use the game
caller as a distraction, but he felt it was his only chance. At
this time of day, it would take a powerful flashlight and a lot of
searching to find him…unless he did something stupid. Surely the
killer would not be brazen enough to stay here much longer. Would
he? After all, he did have a dead body in the back of his vehicle.
How long before he finally gave up the hunt? Would he give
up?

The difficulty of finding someone in the growing
darkness weighed on the mind of Chayton Satanta as well. The guy
could not have gone far. The brush was thick, but he could make out
where some of grass had been bent over. The Indian knew he would
have no trouble tracking him with obvious signs like that, but that
was not his main worry.

If he has a cell phone, and who doesn’t these
days, I don’t have much time. Cops could be on their way. Getting
darker. Will the refuge guy make a pass through here before he goes
home? Probably. An Indian baby could find this prick, but how long
would it take? There wasn’t any camera in the blind. Probably hid
it somewhere. I’d have to find it too. Shit. Better go.

Returning to the black box that had given him
such a scare, the Indian took a handkerchief from his rear pocket,
picked it up and smashed it on the gravel, breaking off the power
switch and two LEDs. Satanta stared at the box for a moment and
then gave it a hard, angry kick for good measure. With one last
look around, he walked back to the van, started it, and drove off
just as a sudden, deafening clap of thunder startled every living
creature on the refuge.

Jim raised his head as slowly as he had ever
done in his life. With great relief, he watched the van reach the
corner and turn back onto the main road leading to the exit. He
never took his eyes from the tail lights until they disappeared
behind the trees, but he knew the danger was far from over. He
could stop anywhere and ambush me, he realized. He could be
waiting in the headquarters parking lot, for Pete’s sake. Jim
knew the manager had gone off duty long ago, locking the entrance.
There would be no more visitors tonight. He was alone here, just
him, the animals, and an assassin.

Well, I can’t stay here forever. He stood
up and brushed the dirt from the camera and lens. He hoped there
was no damage. He could tell better when he got back to the truck.
He found the badly dented receiver and picked it up. Damn.
He had barely gotten to the Chevy when the first raindrops began to
fall. It would only take a minute to drive to the blind, pick up
the rest of gear, and get the hell of there; but as the door swung
open, he stopped. It was not the pens, maps or bird guides strewn
on the floor and seats which worried him. It was the box of
overturned business cards, his cards, the ones with his name,
address and phone number. Jim closed his eyes as his brain whirled
with the implications. He was in trouble, big trouble. His mind was
almost in overload, and he could hardly think; but his first
priority was clear, and that is what he focused on—getting off this
refuge . . . alive. He quickly jumped in and turned the ignition;
but before backing out, he noticed something on his windshield
tucked under the wiper blade. It was one of his cards. What’s
this about, he wondered? He pulled it free and turned it
over—something written on the back.
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The blue van slowed as it approached the refuge
boundary line. If the guy in the blind had called the cops and with
only one way in and out, this would be the place the law would wait
for him. The rain was coming down in buckets, and he could feel the
wind pushing against the side of the Dodge. Arriving at the gate,
the killer saw no cops, no cars. He had a moment of concern when he
saw a silver iron pipe blocking his path but quickly saw the
after-hours exit on the right. Angled steel spikes, embedded in a
narrow platform, pointed to the way out. A sign read, “Danger. One
Way. Severe Tire Damage.”

Crossing the spikes with a loud clang, Satanta
thought about the man in the pickup. Okay, what do I now?
I know his name, his phone number, his job, what he drives, and
best of all, his address. He considered the options. Yeah, I
could find a spot between here and the highway, the most likely way
out, and try to take him. Wouldn’t be easy. Maybe I could pull out
in front of him and block him? But hell, anybody might come along;
and in this rain, I’d have no idea who it was until they passed
me. Shit! What if he has a gun? Didn’t see one in the truck,
but I mighta missed it. That son of a bitch got pictures, no
doubt--me, the bitch, the van, maybe the tag number. If he did,
Johnny Law will be waiting down the road. Too late to worry about
that now. Goddamn it! Be ready, just be ready. How did I miss him
going in? He probably got a photo of my face, maybe hers
too, but so what? He doesn’t have my name. But I got his. Maybe a
face was enough. Can they match my face to a file that every law
enforcement agency in the fuckin’ country has? Maybe. Could a
computer do that? Maybe. He didn’t know. He did know he could
not take the chance. He would have to make a trip to Tulsa very
soon.

The van slipped below the underpass just on the
outskirts of the little town of Vian and headed west on the
Interstate, directly into what had now become a severe storm, one
that had the attention of every meteorologist within a two hundred
mile radius. Regular programming had been dropped, and TV screens
throughout eastern Oklahoma and parts of Arkansas were filled with
massive, angry red blotches. Three areas of possible rotation were
shown by swirling icons, but none were near I-40 at the moment. The
rapidly moving front swept along a line from just south of Tulsa
all the way to the city of McAlester, the site of the state prison,
the very prison where Chayton Satanta had spent six long years for
armed robbery. The liquor store heist had gone bad when the owner
pulled a gun from under the counter and started shooting. A bullet
had passed through Satanta’s thigh, barely missing his testicles.
His partner in the crime, a druggie white boy named Randal, had run
off, leaving Chayton on his own. He had made it less than a block
before collapsing in the street from loss of blood. Satanta never
forgot how Randal had betrayed him.

The penitentiary—locally known as Big Mac—had
made national headlines in 1973 with one of the bloodiest riots in
the history of the penal system. Three men died. Twenty four
buildings were burned. Three convicts escaped. With the lives of
many hostages at stake, more than 250 National Guard and Highway
Patrolmen were positioned to storm the prison; but a deputy warden
named Sam Johnsten, one of the hostages—with a knife at his
neck—begged them not to do it, and order was eventually restored.
That uprising had ended thirty-three years before Satanta had
occupied one of the rebuilt cells. He had talked with a few of his
fellow inmates who had been there and witnessed the whole thing.
Sometimes he fantasized about being a part of it--burning, killing.
He liked to close his eyes and see himself cutting the throat of
that deputy. Other than that, he didn’t like to think about prison.
The confinement had nearly driven him mad.

One of the inmates, a Comanche named Quan, had
helped him deal with it, possibly saving his sanity. “Go within
yourself,” the old man had told him. “Go where no one can reach
you. Use your mind. Take yourself back to the days of your
ancestors. Ride your pony on the open plains. Kill buffalo. Make
love to a woman in your tipi. Watch the eagles fly. Dance by the
firelight. Pray to the spirits. Go on raids. Kill the whites. Kill
them because of the land they stole. Kill them because of the
disease they spread. Kill them because of the white man who left
you in the street. Take sweet revenge. Your mind can do this.”

Satanta practiced the advice. It was hard to
block out the prison, the other men, the noise, the bars; but
eventually he found he could do it, if only for a minute or two. It
was satisfying, and he stayed at it, concentrating until—nearly
comatose—he could leave his imprisoned physical body for hours.
When he was unresponsive to the guard’s shouts, they ordered a
psychiatric evaluation. Satanta spoke freely with the doctors but
knew how to answer their questions. “I meditate,” he told them.
“It’s part of my religion.”

The doctors would shrug and order him back to
his cell. Sometimes his unresponsive manner would so anger the
guards they would put him in solitary for failure to obey orders,
not realizing the hole made it much easier for the Indian to
achieve his blessed state of oblivion. For Chayton Satanta,
solitary confinement had been a reward.
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Jim wanted to keep his lights off, but it was
too dark to see the road. Twice he had nearly driven into the
shallow bar ditches, once on each side. He turned the headlights
back on and decided to drive slow and easy and watch the side roads
and blind spots for any sign of the van. Not a good idea, he
thought after traveling less than half a mile. The guy could be
standing behind any one of these trees and shoot me as I go by.
Screw this. He mashed the accelerator. The Chevy fishtailed for
a moment on the wet road before speeding up to fifty. He struggled
to keep control as the truck bounced through the rain filled
potholes and over the humps. The rain continued to come down in
wind driven sheets of white. Leaves and twigs swept across the road
as if seeking shelter from the storm.

Something, a shape, suddenly appeared on his
right. It moved and was in front of him in an instant, running
fast. Jim yelled and yanked hard on the wheel, barely missing the
doe. The back end of the Chevy slid sideways as Jim cussed and
fought to straighten it out. The trunk of a huge tree appeared in
his lights just as the rear swung back to the gravel and the wheels
finally gained purchase. “I’m gonna have a freakin’ heart attack
before I get out of here,” he said aloud, his chest heaving. “Okay,
get control of yourself. Slow it down a little. No sense dying by
hitting a deer or a tree.”

He kept his speed down until his lights
reflected the silver paint on the pipe across the exit. He eased
through the alternate lane and over the spikes, watching for any
sign, any reflections, any warnings of someone lying in wait. There
were none. The road changed from gravel to blacktop, and Jim gunned
the truck again, desperate to find help and safety. It was only a
few miles to the Interstate and a town.

As he passed under I-40, he moved into the left
turn lane for the ramp but jerked back at the last moment. His mind
was racing and his hands trembled. The storm showed no sign of
letting up. No, he thought, I need to stop, sort things
out, calm down and wait for the worst of the storm to pass. He
drove to the first intersection without seeing another car of any
kind, looked west, then east, and spotted a sign that said “World
Famous Hamburgers.” He didn’t want a burger—his stomach was in
knots—but he could sure use some coffee. The modest restaurant had
six booths, a couple long tables in the center of the room, a
counter with eight stools, but no customers. Jim picked the stool
at the end of the worn Formica counter and sat down. The lone
waitress, a young girl wearing tight jeans and a gray t-shirt with
Mustangs Football emblazoned on the front, stopped filling
the salt and pepper shakers and took an order pad from her apron.
She was still a few steps away when Jim said, “Just coffee, black.”
The girl offered no acknowledgement but turned to the hot plate and
emptied the last drop of coffee from a stained glass pot into a
white mug.

Jim took a cautionary sip. It was stale and
bitter, probably made that morning and kept barely below the
boiling point for hours. Still, it was strong, and after
downing half of it, he felt a little better, calmer, his heart rate
almost back to normal. As his mind began to sort through the
horrible events of the day and his narrow escape, he knew he had to
make some decisions, and soon.

What should I do now? I can’t go home. The
killer has my address. He could be waiting in my driveway, in my
living room, or maybe around the corner. I should probably get a
motel, at least for a few days until I have a plan. The more he
thought about it, the more he realized he needed help, someone with
a clear head, someone that had experience dealing with violence and
violent men. His neighbor, Larry Buchannan, came to mind. Larry,
who lived down the street from him and was probably 68 or 69 years
old by now, was retired from the Tulsa PD. Jim tried to remember
what departments Larry had worked in. Patrol for sure. He
remembered Larry telling him of some hairy traffic stops he had
made, but detective? No idea. They had been friendly enough over
the years, even going fishing together a time or two in an old bass
boat Jim had owned for a few seasons; but they weren’t exactly best
buddies. They had shared a few beers in their back yards, chatted
during a couple neighborhood block parties, and even borrowed tools
from each other now and then; but this was way beyond that sort of
casual friendship. Still, Jim didn’t have many options. He would
think it over on the way back to Tulsa. He either needed to go by
the house, at least for a few minutes, to pick up some personal
belongings like clothes and toiletries, or he could buy all new
ones. He did have a credit card with almost two thousand dollars
remaining on the limit. He could use that. How much time would he
have to get in and out? How long would it take the killer to dump a
body, drive to Tulsa, and find his house?

Jim caught the eye of the waitress. “Does this
town have a police department?” he asked. A look of suspicion
crossed the girl’s face and she took a moment before answering.

“No, we got a county sheriff. That’s it.”
She gave him a curious look and saw something in his face. “You in
trouble, mister?” she asked.

He shook his head and gave her a dismissive wave
of the hand. The girl glanced back once on her way to the kitchen
where Jim could hear her talking to someone. A gray haired woman
wearing a hairnet stuck her head out the swinging door to take a
quick look, then disappeared.

Jim took one more sip of the stale coffee,
sighed, and stood up. He was encouraged by the fact that his hands
no longer shook. Throwing two dollars on the counter, he walked to
the door and looked out. A steady rain continued to fall but
without the ferocity of the wind and thunder. Inside the pickup, he
switched on the defroster and waited for the windshield to clear.
He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and thought about Cyndie,
his late wife. If only she were here, if only he could hold her,
just for a moment, or hear her voice. He could almost see her face.
He jerked himself upright. He was wasting precious time. Come
on, Jim!  Get your head on straight.  Cyndie can’t help
you now; and for that matter, neither can the sheriff.  Jim,
ol’ buddy, you are on your own! 
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Satanta had planned on digging a grave for the
woman and had a specific place in mind. He had scouted the local
woods and fields until he found one with no fences and a grove of
trees not far off the road. He had walked in and kicked at the
dirt. It was soft and would be easy digging. That plan had to be
abandoned. With all this rain, he was almost sure to get stuck the
minute he got off the blacktop. The backup plan would work though,
maybe even better--and there was no digging involved.

As the van crossed the Arkansas River, he took
the Webber’s Falls exit, then turned south. At the next junction,
he went east and back toward the river. As the main road curved,
Satanta strained to see the side road he wanted, the one that led
straight to the water. The rain was falling harder now; and even
though the wipers were on high, he could barely see where he was
going. With the ground now saturated, water poured from the ditches
onto the road and covered the center line. Visibility was poor, and
Satanta missed the turn but caught sight of it as he went by. He
stopped, backed up, and turned the headlights on high beam to
confirm he was at the right intersection. He turned in and followed
it to the end.

The parking lot for the boaters was empty, as he
knew it would be in this weather. He got out and was immediately
soaked to the skin. He inspected the inclined boat ramp, paying
particular attention to where the concrete ended and the rising
water began. The ramp was narrow, barely nine feet wide; and with
the poor visibility, it would be easy to drop a wheel off the edge.
He returned to the van and maneuvered it so that the rear was
headed down the ramp. With the downpour, the mirrors were useless,
and the Indian was forced to lower the driver’s window to see
exactly where he was. The wind-driven rain quickly found the
opening and sprayed water across the interior. Stopping, he exited,
walked around to the back and threw open the rear doors. Then,
exactly like a scene from an old horror movie, a dramatic flash of
lightning illuminated the sky, the light penetrating the plastic
and revealing the eyes of a dead woman staring straight at her
killer. Those eyes, along with a deafening crack of thunder caused
Satanta to flinch, take a step back, and look around. Shaken, he
carried the body the last few feet to the edge of the fast moving
river.

Two days earlier, torrential rains across Kansas
had swollen the Arkansas; and the present storm had turned it into
a boiling, muddy torrent, the sight of which was both impressive
and frightening. Fearful of the current, Satanta ventured no more
than two steps into the water. He laid the body down in an oddly
gentle manner, as if savoring the moment, enjoying it, wanting it
to last as long as possible. Then he gave the dead woman a shove.
She moved slowly at first as the waves lapped against her cheap
plastic shroud. Then, as the body did a slow turn and spun away,
the increasing current found openings in the plastic and began to
work into the creases and folds, gaining force, dragging the woman
down, deeper and deeper, until she was gone.

Satanta turned his cap around to the more
conventional style—bill forward—to keep the rain out of his eyes
and watched the river, making sure the body stayed down. One
less sorry ass white person, he thought. He went back to the
van, got the woman’s purse, and returned to the river. He dumped
the contents in the water, but not before taking the cash he found
stuffed in a side pocket of her wallet. He flipped through the
bills. Thirty-four dollars. It’s a little like counting
coup, he thought. Too bad we don’t take scalps
anymore.

He reached inside the front pocket of his cargo
pants, took out the .22 caliber pistol he had used on the woman,
and heaved it into the river after her. While in prison, he had
learned how the .22 was an excellent murder weapon at close range.
“It penetrates the skull,” a lifer had told him, “but doesn’t have
enough power to come out the other side. Instead, it takes a tour
of the brain, ricocheting back and forth off the inside of the head
like a cue ball on a pool table. The .22 does the job, and they’re
fairly cheap. Use it once; throw it away.”

Back in the van, Satanta closed the door and sat
motionless listening to the drumming of the rain on metal and
thought about his next move. He would have to get back on the
Interstate, no way around that. Were the cops looking for him by
now? Did they have his description and license tag number? He
sat for another five minutes working it out.

He made a decision, turned the van around and
headed it down the boat ramp, this time front first, stopping a few
feet short of the water. He patted another pocket on his cargo
pants; his favorite weapon, the 9mm, was still there. Using the
electric switches built into the arm rest, he lowered all the
windows, and started the engine. He left the van in neutral and
with the motor running, set the parking brake. As he eased out of
the seat, he checked his footing. This was no time to be falling on
a slick spot. With the door still open, Satanta carefully reached
over the steering column and nudged the automatic transmission into
drive. The Dodge lurched, but the brake held. Next, he reached
under the dash and released the brake, then quickly stepped back.
The steep angle of the ramp helped the van to gain the speed it
needed to submerge itself three quarters of its length into the
roiling water before the enormous strength of the river overcame
the van’s forward motion and began to push it sideways. It was a
critical moment. If the current wasn’t strong enough to finish the
job, the van would simply sink one of the wheels into the mud or
hang up on the edge of the ramp and stop. The van hesitated but
never came to rest as it drifted into the strongest part of the
current. It stayed partially afloat for less than a minute, then
nosed over and sank.

Satanta watched for a while, then, satisfied,
turned and began walking down the road, back toward the Interstate,
utterly oblivious to the pounding rain.
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Twenty minutes after leaving the diner, Jim
drove west on I-40 in yet another wave of blinding rain. The smart
thing, he knew, would be to pull over and wait for a lull; but
instead he concentrated on the white line at the edge of the road,
kept moving, and hoped no one had stopped in front of him.

Local radar in eastern Oklahoma showed the
leading edge of the storm located on the Oklahoma/Arkansas border.
A field spotter for KTUL-TV in Tulsa reported rotation aloft but
could not confirm touchdown. Much to the dismay of sitcom and game
show devotees, Friday night’s regular programming had been
pre-empted by a continuous stream of angry red blotches drifting
across their high definition screens while the weatherman rattled
on and on, enchanted with the sound of his own voice.

Despite the coffee and a little time to calm
down, Jim’s nerves remained jittery, his mind still in a state of
turmoil. His anxiety did not lessen as he drove across the I-40
bridge that spanned the Arkansas River. While it was too dark to
actually see the river, he could imagine the muddy water rushing
beneath him, just as it had in so many of his nightmares. The
thought of what had happened here pushed away the events of the
day, terrifying as they were. Jim hated this place, this bridge in
particular, and tried to avoid it when he could. He wondered if
there would ever be a time when he could cross this span without
the wave of sadness that washed over him now.

It was on a Memorial Day, May 27, 2002, that
Jim’s life had changed forever. A string of barges, traveling
upriver, slammed into a pier, knocking out four spans and six
hundred feet of the nearly two thousand foot-long structure.

Four lanes of Interstate 40 collapsed and fell
into the water. A dozen cars and trucks plunged sixty feet into the
river. Some were rescued; some died. Jim’s wife, Cyndie, was one of
the dead.

She had been in Ft. Smith for two weeks, caring
for her mother who’d had hip replacement surgery. Cyndie’s mom,
Carrie, insisted she was now fully able to care for herself and her
daughter needed to get back to her home and her husband.

“I’ll be fine,” she had said. “Besides, I have
some good neighbors to help me if I need anything.” It was true her
mom had made excellent progress; she was still using a walker but
was navigating the house much more easily now. Reluctantly, Cyndie
had followed her mother’s advice and had made an early start that
morning, hoping to avoid some of the heavy holiday traffic. She was
making good time despite the rain when, at approximately 7:30 in
the morning while crossing the Arkansas River, the highway suddenly
disappeared.

The passage of time had done little to erase the
mental image of Cyndie frantically mashing on the useless brake
pedal as windshield glass and muddy water slammed into her face.
Once again, Jim pushed the horror of that day from his mind. He
couldn’t dwell on the past forever, and he certainly could not do
it tonight. Too many decisions had to be made. Despite the storm,
the Interstate was heavy with traffic. A semi passed him, throwing
up a wall of water; and he temporarily lost sight of the road. The
wipers finally caught up, and he picked out the lane markers just
as he was about to hit the brakes.

Okay, think it through again, he told
himself. The killer on the refuge has probably made some
assumptions by now, but I bet some of them are wrong. He might
think I have a photo of the actual murder. I don’t. Same for his
license tag. Damn, I wish I could have gotten that one, but I don’t
think I did--too much dust. I think I got a great close-up of him,
but what about the victim? He tried to think back. He had been
so rattled at the time he wasn’t sure what he had photographed.
I got a shot or two when he had her behind the van, then there
was that damn tree in the way. I might have gotten some partials of
her, I just don’t know. In fact, I may not have anything the cops
can use.

The new realization slapped him in the face!
It makes no difference what photos I have, does it? He thinks I
have them and knows I was an eyewitness. That’s really all that
matters, isn’t it? As long as he believes I have the evidence to
earn him a lethal injection for first degree murder, he’s gonna
come after me. Hell of it is, I’m easy to find. With that business
card, I might as well have left him a map with a big red X—I AM
HERE! On the other hand, what’s to keep him from thinking that I’ve
already gone to the police? If that’s the case, he might be headed
to Mexico by now. But if I have only what I think I have, what will
the police say?

“Nice photos you have there, Mr. Cutter. Now
just exactly what do you want the police to do with them? I see no
laws being broken here, do you? I see a man walking down a road, a
van with a ton of dust rolling off the back, and a roll of plastic.
oks like he might be carrying something, but what is it? Why don’t
you go on home now, Mr. Cutter? We’ll call you if we need you.”

Jim thought back to the manner of the man—cold,
methodical, deliberate, and thorough. No, he wouldn’t panic, not
him, not yet. He wants those photos. If he thinks there’s a chance
the police haven’t seen them, he’ll be coming to Tulsa, to my
house, and soon—maybe tonight. That’s the only way he’ll know
whether to run or sit tight. Maybe he’s already there, waiting.
Shit.

The rain had eased, settling into a heavy
drizzle, and Jim had no problem seeing the exit to Tulsa. As he
turned his head and looked to the east, massive lightning strikes
continued to illuminate the black skies as the worst of the storm
moved away. At least I don’t have to worry about hail, he
thought. Only problem now is the guy who wants to kill me.
He smiled at the absurdity of it. A few hours ago, I was on a
wildlife refuge, a safe place, a haven, trying for a photo of a
coyote; and now . . . now I’m worried about being murdered. I need
some help, someone to make good decisions. But who? Who do I call?
A neighbor? I guess I could have one of them take a look in my
driveway, see if a van and a guy with a gun is there. That would be
real neighborly, wouldn’t it?

“Yeah, Jim, there’s a guy
sitting in front of your house with a sawed off shotgun. Said he
was a friend. No problem, pal. Anytime.”

But what if he’s not driving the van? Hell,
he could be driving anything. I got no choice; I have to stay away
from the house. I’ll ask for some time off work. Won’t be paid
though. Need the money. Course I won’t need the money if he shoots
me. Then he remembered. “Oh, hell, the cats! Forgot about the
cats,” he exclaimed, slapping the steering wheel. “I’m gonna be
shot while I’m on my knees and cleaning out a litter box. What a
way to go.”

For years, Cyndie had teased him about coming
back to haunt him if something ever happened to her and he
mistreated her precious kitties.

A yellow glow from McDonalds’ golden arches
appeared through the rain, and Jim realized he needed to pee like
the proverbial racehorse. The coffee at the World’s Greatest
Hamburger joint had caught up with him. The rain had almost
stopped; but despite the letup, the parking lot was nearly full of
travelers waiting out the storm. As Jim walked toward the entrance,
he noticed two boys jump from a battered Chevy Caprice, running
toward the door, trying to stay dry. Jim cringed a little as one
yelled to the other, “Fuckin’ rain sucks man,” just as a family of
four came out of the restaurant. The father shot the boys a warning
glance and simultaneously placed a protective arm around two
identically dressed little girls, as if to shield them from the
dregs of society

Both boys were white and appeared to be in their
late teens, maybe older. The taller boy was skinny and wore a black
leather vest over a t-shirt bearing the likeness of a skull; his
jeans hung low, showing two inches of plaid underwear. There were
holes in both knees. In typical teen fashion of the day, he had a
jewel stud in his nose and small gold earrings. The shorter boy was
stocky. A small goatee sprouted from his chin, and he wore a ripped
t-shirt, noticeably stained and unwashed. His shaved head
glistening in the rain and lights, coupled with an ominous black
swastika tattooed on his forearm, left no doubt about his racist
views of the world. His scarred face bore a don’t fuck with
me sneer.

 


 


Jim and the boys reached the entrance at about
the same time, but the arrogant young thugs all but shoved Jim
aside and jerked open the door with such aggression it nearly hit
Jim in the face. “Hey! Easy there boys,” Jim said. The first teen
kept going, but the second, shorter one, turned and glowered at
Jim. A strong odor of beer reached Jim’s nostrils as the boy parted
his lips, showing bad teeth as he imitated the facial expression
and guttural tones of a growling dog. Jim stood his ground. He
didn’t want to give the kid an excuse for starting something, but
he was not going to back off either. The boy gave him an evil smile
before letting it go and moving inside. Shaking his head, Jim
followed and headed for the bathrooms. Those boys are trouble
looking for a place to happen, he thought.

The men’s room was thankfully empty, and Jim
chose the urinal nearest the door. He was in mid-stream when the
boy with the vest walked in, his work boots slapping on the tile
floor. He took the urinal beside Jim and unzipped. Jim kept his
eyes straight ahead and said nothing. The last thing he wanted now
was a confrontation with some asshole kid with a testosterone
problem. The boy remained silent as well, content to relieve his
bladder. Jim finished and turned away. He stopped at the sinks and
stuck his hands under the automated faucet. He passed up the hot
air dryer in order to leave before the teen could get a chance to
hurl any remarks or some insult he couldn’t ignore. Jim thought
about another cup of coffee; but the lines were long and the bald
kid was there, waiting and staring at him, doing his best to look
mean. Jim shrugged and left. I got enough problems today without
dealing with those jerks, he thought as he headed north to
Tulsa, but not home.
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Before stopping at McDonalds, Robert Mathis and
Donny Strode had been in Tulsa for three days to take in a rock
concert, party, and smoke a little dope if they had the chance.
They had hoped to score some cocaine as well. Petty thievery was
the main occupation of both boys, although Donny had occasionally
worked for his cousin who ran a very profitable meth lab on the
outskirts of Willis, Arkansas. He liked easy money and didn’t worry
much about getting caught. His only legitimate job since high
school had been with a landscaping company the previous summer. It
only took one week of mowing, digging rocks, and toting dozens of
forty pound bags of topsoil and fertilizer before he told his boss
where to stick that job.

The only legal money Robert ever earned was when
his daddy paid him for helping around their small farm, something
Robert seldom felt inclined to do. It was simpler to go behind his
daddy’s back and talk his mother into slipping him a little cash
when he needed it. The fact that his mama made only $8.50 an hour
at the Wal-Mart was of no significance. After all, he didn’t ask to
be born in this pissy-ass part of the country where no one was
hiring lazy people with no ambitions or high school diplomas. The
way Robert looked at it, she owed him.

The boys used part of their time in Tulsa to
drive through middle class neighborhoods and look for open garage
doors. At one house, they stole a Makita battery-powered drill, a
chop saw, and an almost new eighty-nine piece Sears wrench and
socket set, all while the owner was mowing the back yard. At
another, they snatched two electric sanders from a storage cabinet
and made their getaway in less than a minute.

That evening, a well-placed kick from Robert’s
size twelve boot had shattered the frame of the backdoor on a
darkened clapboard house they had noticed on the far east side of
town. The boys got lucky and found a Dell notebook computer but
were disappointed there were no guns in the closets or nightstand.
A check of the medicine cabinet produced no meds for a fast high
either. Donny yanked a small Sony stereo system from a shelf but
tore off the end of the electrical cord when it caught on an edge.
Their luck improved when Robert found an old desk with a collection
of newly minted state quarters. Next to the desk and on the floor
was a gallon milk jug brimming over with dimes, nickels and
old-style quarters. Donny added to the loot when he dumped a drawer
filled with socks and underwear and a twenty dollar bill fluttered
out. Robert checked the kitchen cabinets for any high-end
appliances they could sell or pawn but was not surprised when there
were none. His efforts were rewarded, however, by the discovery of
a pint of Jim Beam, though it was only half full. Naturally, the
bottle was empty before the boys left the house.

The first thing the boys did with their new
wealth, before heading back to Arkansas, was to buy an eighteen
pack of Budweiser at a county line Kum & Go where the only
employee on duty, more than a little intimidated by Donny’s
appearance, sold it to them without an I.D. check. The black man
behind the counter shot a look at the bald head and swastika tattoo
and deemed it to be in his best interest to not show the irritation
he felt as he counted out dozens of quarters and exchanged them for
cash.

The two boys popped a couple beers on the way
back to their car, an old rusty Chevrolet Caprice with bad tires
and splotches of primer on the wired-down trunk lid. They put the
beer between them on the front seat for easy access. Non-stop
consumption of that beer was what later prompted Donny to pull in
at the Golden Arches halfway down the Muskogee turnpike.
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Pulling out of the McDonalds parking lot, Jim
accelerated through the yield sign and merged easily into the now
sparse turnpike traffic. Only forty minutes from home, he had to
make some decisions and quickly. A new option came to him. Linda,
his former coworker at Microweb and the woman he was currently
dating, might help. The first date, dinner at a Mexican restaurant
on the River Walk, had not gone smoothly. Both had enjoyed the
evening until after the meal and a second bottle of Corona when
Linda wanted to sit on a bench overlooking the Arkansas River. Jim
had declined. He knew he could never be at ease talking to a woman
while the river which had killed his wife rolled by in front of
him. Thankfully, she had accepted his refusal without question,
although he noticed a subtle change in her demeanor for the rest of
the evening.

Other dates followed, and over the weeks they
became comfortable with each other although there had been no sex.
Linda was divorced, happy to be single again, and not at all
anxious to find another husband. She gave every spare moment and
all of her love to Josie, her 13-year-old daughter. Jim understood
his relationship with Linda, welcomed it actually, and was content
to let it develop on its own. Linda had been the first person he
had dated since Cyndie died; and even now, years later, he felt as
if he was somehow being unfaithful to her memory.

He passed through the town of Broken Arrow, hit
I-44, took the Garnett exit and went south. Linda and her daughter
lived in an apartment complex just off 41st Street. He
pulled into the parking lot and was relieved to see her green Honda
Accord parked under a pole light. Linda’s apartment was at the end
of the building on the second floor. A light from her window was
encouraging; maybe she was still up. Opening the camera bag, Jim
flipped the small door on the Canon to access the memory card and
stuck it in the front pocket of his jeans. He knocked softly and
saw the peephole go dark before the door opened.

A large brown eye appeared, peeking over the
security chain. “Jim?” Linda asked in surprise. “What’s going on?
Is something wrong?”

“You could say that. Can I come in and
talk to you? I need a favor.”

She hesitated. “Well, I guess. Sure. Josie’s
asleep though. She has to get up early tomorrow. I don’t
understand. Why didn’t you call first?”

“I just got back in town, and I forget my cell.
I’ll be quiet,” he said, “but I really need some help. I’m in a
situation. ” His voice trailed off. He had no idea how to tell her
about what had happened or if he should. He decided to tell her no
more than he had to. No sense getting her involved. “I need to
borrow your car. Here, take my keys. I should be back in an hour,
no more than that. Wait, let me get my house key off the ring.”

Linda gave him a quizzical look. “Jim, you’re
not making sense here. You come to my apartment, late at night,
want my car and you’re telling me nothing. You’re upset, I can see
that. And you’re nervous. Just stop, sit down, and tell me what the
hell is going on.” Jim looked into her eyes, saw the anxiety in her
face, and realized she was right. He had to tell her something.

He collapsed on the sofa and took a deep breath.
“You want some coffee or something?” she asked as she tightened the
sash on her terrycloth robe and sat beside him. Despite his
anxiety, it was impossible to not notice her bare leg as it emerged
from the folds of the robe. Funny how the male mind works,
he thought.

“I saw a killing today, a murder,” he
blurted.

“What!”

“I know, it sounds crazy, but it’s the truth;
and no, I haven’t been drinking. I actually saw a man kill
someone.”

Linda shook her head as if to clear it of the
incredulous things she was hearing. “Wh . . . Where? When?” she
stammered.

“Today, on a wildlife refuge. I was in my photo
blind when a van goes by and stops not far from me, a hundred
yards, maybe less. A man and a woman got out. When the woman wasn’t
looking, the man came up behind her and shot her. Twice. I got a
photo of him and of the van, or at least I think I did. I was
shaking so bad, I might have blurred everything. He didn’t notice
my blind at first, but then he found my pickup and my business
cards with my name and address. Linda, I think he might come after
me.”

Linda sat on the edge of the sofa, her eyes
wide, mouth agape.

“Wait. You saw a murder?”

“Yes, an eye witness.”

“What are you doing here? You have to go
the police! Go now!”

“I’ve been thinking about that all the way home.
First, I need to know if I got any usable photos of the guy . . .
or the woman. Does your computer have a card reader?”

She thought about it. “Yeah, I have a laptop,
but I don’t know what kind of memory cards it’ll take. Let me get
it.” She went into her bedroom and returned with the computer. She
plugged it in, and as the screen came to life, Jim checked the
various sized slots.

“Tell me again why you haven’t reported this to
the police,” Linda prodded.

“I’ll explain later. Here’s the one I need,” Jim
said as the CompactFlash card slid into the widest opening. A menu
appeared asking what program he wanted to use to review the photos.
Jim was pleased to see that Linda had downloaded Picassa, a free
photo editing software from Google. He was familiar with the
program and sometimes used it himself when he didn’t need all the
features of Adobe Photoshop. He clicked the Picassa icon and
watched the transfer as the computer copied the files.

As the photos loaded, Jim said, “Linda, these
pictures are evidence and could be used by the police if it comes
to that. I’d like to leave these copies on your computer if I
could, just in case something happens to mine. Even if this guy
does find me, I can’t think of any way he could connect us to find
you.”

“Find me? Find ME? Ten minutes ago, I was about
to climb in bed at the end of my usual boring day. Then you show up
in the middle of the night, and the next thing I hear is that the
chances of a killer paying me a call are what . . . slim? I can’t
tell you how relieved that makes me feel, to know my chances of
being murdered in the next 24 hours are not all that bad. Jesus,
Jim!”

“I know, I know, it’s asking a lot, and I hate
to do it, but I’m a little desperate here. I’ve never dealt with
anything close to this, and I’m probably going to make bad
decisions. Look, I haven’t known you that long, but I know you well
enough to put my trust in you. You’re kind, compassionate, and you
have good judgment. Hey, you went out with me, didn’t you? That
proves it.”

“This seems like a poor time to be making
jokes,” she said.

“You’re right. I’m probably not dealing with
this appropriately. I guess that’s obvious. I just need some time
to get a grasp of the situation.” The computer screen brought up a
display of thumbnail images, ending the conversation.

“There! There he is!” The first image showed a
muscular man walking toward the camera but his head was turned away
and in shadow. The second photo showed both the man and the rear of
the van, but the license plate was obscured by the brush. The man’s
back was to the camera in the third and fourth shots, but the next
one showed the killer chasing the sheet of plastic after the wind
had caught it. Unfortunately, the plastic also obscured half his
face. “Ah geez! I thought sure I had a good shot of him right
there,” Jim groaned. “This was when he was closest to me.” Two more
frames had the man lifting the plastic wrapped body into the
van.

“Damn it,” Jim said. “You can’t tell it’s a
body.”

“It has the shape of a body,” Linda said.

“Yeah, but . . .”

The last couple frames were of the back of the
van as it sped over the gravel, churning up a huge dust cloud so
thick that even the make of the vehicle was in doubt.

“Why is she wrapped in plastic?” Linda
asked.

“To catch the blood or any trace of her I
suppose. He also bagged her head in a garbage sack. That was where
he shot her. In the head. God!”

“Jim, this guy sounds like a pro, taking all
those precautions like he did. Hey, what about the blood on the
ground where he killed her? That would prove what happened.”

“There might be some, but he didn’t leave her on
the ground very long, no more than five minutes at the most. And
there was rain, a heavy rain, right after it happened. I’m guessing
there’s no trace of blood by now.”



“You may be right,” Linda said. “The TV was
showing weather warnings all evening.”

Jim went through the photos again, this time
using the software to enlarge each frame; but every image had a
problem as far as identifying the murderer. Either his face was
partially turned away from the camera or something—weeds, dust, or
the plastic—hid his features.

“Look, I want to show these to my neighbor, the
retired cop, tell him what happened, and get his input, but it’s
too late to bother him tonight. I need to go by my house and get
some things and feed the cats. The way I see it, the killer had to
deal with a body before he could even think about coming to Tulsa.
I’ve got time . . . I hope. But I need to go now. That’s why I need
your car. If he should come along while I’m there, he won’t see my
pickup. I’ll leave the lights off while I’m in there, grab a few
things, and do what I have to do so that I can stay away from the
house for awhile.”

“What about after that? Where you gonna sleep?”
she asked.

“Uh, I don’t know. Hadn’t thought that far
ahead.”

“Why don’t you come back over here? I want to
know that you’re safe. I’ll worry about this all night if you
don’t. The couch is a little lumpy and probably too short for you,
but . . .”

“Your daughter, what will she think?”

“I’ll think of something. Just come back,
okay?”

He brought her close to him and put his arms
around her. She put her head on his chest and gave him a long hug,
long enough that he felt a quiver of arousal as her body nestled
into his. Hormones are weird, he thought to himself. They
don’t give a damn what’s goin’ on.

She broke the contact and went to her purse.
“Here,” she said, tossing him her keys. “Door key’s on there
too.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Lock up behind
me.”

“Well, duh,” she grinned.
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Robert made the wide sweeping turn off the
turnpike onto the Interstate, heading east, and urged the old
Caprice up to eighty. The worn-out motor pinged and knocked,
straining from the effort.

“Slow down, dumb shit,” Donny barked. “You want
the Highway Patrol pukes pulling us over with what we got in the
trunk, or with beer in the front seat, or with you about half
shit-faced?”

Robert gave him a sullen glance and punched the
accelerator to the floor. He didn’t like it when Donny called him
names. Donny leaned his head back on the seat and rolled his eyes.
“Why do I hang with such idiots? SLOW DOWN!” Robert reluctantly let
off the gas; but the dented up clunker now edged left, dangerously
close to the grassy median, triggering yet another outburst from
Donny.

“That’s it. I’m driving. You’re gonna kill us.
Pull off at the next exit. I gotta piss again anyway.”

“Why not stop here?” Robert whined. “What’s the
difference?”

“Because, shit-for-brains, if a cop comes by, he
might stop to see if we were having a problem. Then I’d have to
say, ‘Why, thank you, officer. Yes, we are. You see, the driver
over here is drunk on his ass. Could you give us a lift to the
nearest jail? God, Robert. Did your mama have any kids that
lived?”

A green highway sign with reflective lettering
broke through the darkness, announcing the next exit to be Webber’s
Falls. “Get off up here.” Donny ordered. Despite the instruction,
Robert nearly missed it and had to jerk the wheel hard, almost
losing what little control he had over the old car.

“Stop. Just stop. Right here. Right here at the
stop sign, goddamn it.” Robert eased to the shoulder, stopping just
short of the intersection. Stepping out, Donny realized the booze
had gotten to him as well and that he needed the support of the car
door to keep his balance. Donny turned away from the road,
unzipped, and let it go with an audible sigh of relief. “Damn
beer,” he slurred. “Makes you piss every thirty minutes.” There was
no traffic in sight as Robert joined him and urgently fumbled with
his zipper. Donny gave it one last shake as he happened to look
past the stop sign and across the road. A man wearing a sleeveless
shirt stood in the darkness, silent, watching them, the rain
dripping from the bill of his cap.

“What the hell?” Donny said. Robert followed his
gaze.

“Where’d he come from?” Robert asked.

“Fuck if I know. Get in the car,” Donny said.
The boys watched the man for few moments until the stranger slowly
raised his right arm, his thumb extended, pointing up the entrance
ramp to the Interstate.

“Hell, he’s just a hitcher, lookin’ for a ride,”
Donny said. “I’m gonna pick him up.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“Shut up and watch. Roll your window down.”

Donny eased the old Chevy across the
intersection and pulled up next to the mystery man. Donny yelled,
“Need a ride?”

“Yes,” said Chayton Satanta.

“Get in the back,” Donny grunted.

“Donny, he’s soaking wet. He’s gonna ruin the
seats,” Robert whispered.

“Don’t worry about getting the seats wet,” Donny
said to the Indian, giving Robert a shake of his head. “They’ve
seen better days.” Satanta swung open the rear door and took a
look. It was a garbage dump—empty beer cans, fast food sacks, and
several dried out french fries littered the floor. The car reeked
of cigarette smoke. The Indian kicked some of the cans aside, took
one last breath of clean air, and got in.

Donny accelerated up the ramp and back onto the
wet, black Interstate, gradually increasing his speed then holding
it at seventy. Donny looked in the rearview mirror at the man in
the back seat. The Indian stared out the window, saying
nothing.

“Why weren’t you hitchin’ up on the highway,
Chief? You’re lucky we had to stop and piss where we did,” Donny
said. “Not much traffic now.” The Indian didn’t reply. Donny
thought maybe he had not heard and was about to repeat himself when
Satanta sighed and said, “Tried that. Cars were going too fast to
see me in the dark.”

“Well, where you headed, or am I supposed to
guess?” Donny said.

“I’m headed east.”

“I kinda guessed that much, Chief. How far?”

“I’ll let you know when we get close,” Satanta
said.

The Indian’s manner was beginning to irritate
Donny, but that was all right. He had a plan for this guy.

“Hear that, Roberto?” Donny asked. “Cochise here
couldn’t be seen. His skin was too dark. That must be a problem in
lots of places, huh?” Satanta continued to watch the lines on the
road flash by and said nothing. Robert turned to look at their
hitchhiker and grinned. Donny is gonna have some fun with this
guy, he thought. Liven up the trip a little.

“What kind of Indian are you, Chief?” Donny
asked.

Satanta slowly turned and looked directly at his
bald tormenter. “I am not a “kind” of Indian. My tribe is the
Kiowa, and my name is not Chief.”

“Turn on the overhead light there, Roberto. I
want to see what our passenger looks like.” As Robert searched for
the switch, Donny laid his tattooed forearm on the back of the seat
so that the Indian could see it. Satanta squinted and shielded his
eyes as the bulb overhead suddenly illuminated the black swastika
that this punk so obviously wanted him to see. Donny looked in the
mirror for a reaction from his passenger but was disappointed when
he failed to get one.

Truth be told, Donny was a KKK wannabe, his only
association with the Knights being via the Internet where he
studied their activities with keen fascination. Sites such as
KKK.com and White TV were his favorites. He knew Arkansas had an
active Klan membership, with the town of Harrison being the
headquarters for the Klan’s largest faction. He planned to drive up
there someday as it was not much more than a hundred miles from his
own home just outside Van Buren. Though he did not actually know
any Klan members, he reasoned that they would not be hard to find.
Just ask around; hang out at a pool hall maybe. He had written a
letter to their P.O. Box in Harrison explaining how he hated
blacks, or for that matter, all non-whites. He was still waiting
for a reply, but it had been only three weeks. He was sure an
invitation for membership would be in his mailbox any day now. In
fact, he had been so confident he would be welcomed into the hate
group, he had gone out that very day to get the swastika
tattoo.

“You sure about this?” the artist had asked
before applying the permanent ink.

“Damn right I am,” Donny had told him, looking
him in the eye with a bravado he didn’t quite feel. “Put it
on!”

He shaved his head the same day, hoping people
would think he belonged to the Aryan Brotherhood, not realizing
that the AB was mostly an organization of whites serving time in
prison.

Satanta had seen dozens of swastikas in prison.
The kid’s attempt to scare him with his tats and tough guy attitude
made him want to laugh. Instead, he turned back to the window and
hoped the kid would shut up. He needed the ride.

When Donny didn’t get the reaction he wanted,
the taunts continued, his alcohol-impaired brain failing to detect
the air of danger emanating from the rear seat.

“You ever scalp anybody, Cochise? You a savage?”
Robert chimed in, opening another beer and laughing. “You gottum
squaw and papooses? You know Sittin’ Bull?”

“Nah, but I bet he knows Shittin’ Bull, don’t
you, Chief?” Donny challenged. Nearly choking on a mouthful of beer
at the funniest line he had ever heard in his life, Robert sprayed
the entire dash and the front of his shirt with Budweiser.
 Donny just grinned.

“Don’t talk much, does he, Roberto? Always
heard Indians were the silent type. C’mon, Chief, say how or
ugh for us.” Robert threw back his head and howled. Donny
was hilarious when he wanted to be.

Satanta had no intention of answering or
acknowledging the jeering in any way. His rage, however, was
growing by the minute. He ached to show them how really savage he
could be.

The rain had stopped at last, but the semis
continued to throw up walls of water as they roared by the old
Caprice. The leading edge of the front was now halfway across
Arkansas, spawning a new round of weather warnings. At last, Donny
saw the sign he had been looking for: “Rest Stop 2 mi.” He knew
what to expect at a typical Oklahoma rest stop—a parking area and a
couple trash barrels but no bathrooms. The state preferred to let
the restaurants and gas stations provide bathroom facilities for
the traveling public. No one ever, ever used Oklahoma rest
stops.

“Gotta piss again,” Donny said, easing the car
off the highway and up a short incline to the parking area

“Me too,” Robert said and got out, turning
away from the wind.

Donny made no move to his zipper but went to the
back door and jerked it open. “End of the line, Chief. Get
out.”

Satanta showed no emotion but slid off the seat
and stood. Donny faced him, showed his teeth and made the gurgling
noise in his throat that he thought sounded like the growl of a pit
bull. He liked to do that with people and watch their reaction. The
fact that the Indian showed no response to the yellow teeth and the
sound of gargled spit, failed to register on Donny’s alcohol-soaked
brain.

“Here’s the deal, Chief,” Donny said. “I
figure you owe us a little gas money and maybe a little more
because we’ve been so nice to you, pickin’ you up and all. What do
ya think? You got a little money in your pants, don’t you,
Chief?”

“Yes, I do,” Satanta said. “I have some money.
It’s here in my front pocket. You can have it.”

Robert walked around the car and joined them,
grinning like a possum. Now he understood why Donny wanted to give
the wet hitchhiker a ride.

“Good thinking, buddy,” Robert said. “We’re
‘bout out of beer. Be nice of ol’ Cochise here to buy us a case or
two, huh?”

Satanta looked around and took stock of his
situation. They were alone at the rest stop. The small pull-out was
on a rise, a good 15 feet above the roadway and, with the exception
of the tall semis, hidden from most drivers. The Interstate traffic
was light. Slowly, he reached for the front pocket of his cargo
pants and unbuttoned it. Both boys were still laughing as the
Indian suddenly straightened, hooked the back of Donny’s neck in
the crook of his left arm and used his right hand to press the
barrel of the 9mm pistol against Donny’s head. Despite the noise
from a group of passing trucks, Donny clearly heard the click of
the safety.

“Huh!” uttered the startled Donny. He tried to
yell, but nothing intelligible came out.

The Indian nodded in Robert’s direction. “You,
stand by the car, lean on it, back to me, feet out.” Robert stood
frozen with fear and surprise and made no move to comply. Satanta
fired one shot at Robert’s feet, the crack of the bullet splitting
the night. He returned the gun to Donny’s forehead. “That was your
first and last warning, boy,” said Satanta.

Donny found his voice, “Do it, Robert, goddamn
it. Do it!” Robert backed up without taking his eyes off the man
with the gun and bumped into the Caprice with a thud.

“Turn around,” Satanta said. “Now you,” he
said, staring hard at Donny. When both boys were against the car,
Satanta moved his free hand over their pants and felt the shape of
a thin knife in Donny’s front pocket. “Take that out, slow. Give it
to me.” Donny did as he was told. It wasn’t a switchblade in the
classic design, but it did have a locking blade which could be
opened with a simple flick of the wrist.

“I’m surprised you haven’t cut your finger off
with this,” Satanta said and pocketed the knife. “All right,
Roberto,” he mocked, “open the trunk.” Robert quickly moved
to do as he was told but fumbled with the coat hanger that held the
lid closed. His hands shook and he couldn’t keep from staring at
the gun.

“Damn it,” Satanta said. “Roberto, get your
clumsy ass back over here by old Baldy and stand very still.”
Satanta unwired the trunk and saw it was full of tools, obviously
stolen. That was a bit of a problem. There wasn’t enough room for
two bodies. His first thought was to kill both boys, put them in
the trunk, and hitch another ride, but so many things had already
gone wrong today. Satanta was beginning to wonder if he might have
offended the Spirits by killing the woman. He had never killed a
woman before. Was it a mistake? Kiowa war parties had murdered
enemy women and children throughout history. Why would it be wrong
now? After all, she was white. But there’d been the storm
and that guy he couldn’t find. So many problems. Maybe the spirits
were warning him, turning against him. I’ve got to keep
it simple, he thought; no more complications.

If he dumped the tools on the ground, the driver
of the first car that pulled in would notice, maybe look in the
trunk too. Of course it could be hours or even days before anyone
came along, but it could just as easily happen in the next five
minutes. Satanta envisioned the Highway Patrol checking out an
empty car, opening the trunk, discovering the bodies, and being
delighted to find a suspicious Indian with a prison record,
hitchhiking just a quarter mile down the road.

He made his decision. “Both of you, walk over
there to the grass.” The young thieves followed his command without
protest. “That’s far enough. Get down on your knees. Don’t look at
me.”

“Jesus, mister,” Donny begged. “I’m sorry I gave
you a hard time. Please don’t kill me. C’mon, I gave you a ride.”
Robert was sobbing uncontrollably, his eyes wide with fear.

“Relax, kids, it won’t hurt. You’ll never feel
it. But I want to tell you something before this happens, Baldy,
you low-life piece of dog shit. Don’t ever call a proud American
Indian “Chief.” Satanta placed the muzzle of the pistol next
to Donny’s head and fired one shot, taking off the tip of his right
ear lobe. Donny screamed and collapsed on the wet grass, rolling
over and over, clutching at his ear. Robert’s body didn’t so much
collapse as stiffen and, like a redwood tree felled by a chainsaw,
toppled sideways, crashing to the ground where he curled into a
fetal position, moaning.

Satanta checked the eastbound traffic for any
cars with flashing turn signals in the unlikely event anyone
intended to use the rest stop. Seeing none, he went to the trunk
and took out all the tools the boys had worked so hard to steal and
dumped them on the ground. The keys were in the ignition, and he
fired up the motor. He took one last look around. Donny was still
on the grass, kicking his feet and holding tightly to his damaged
ear. Robert remained prone, stupefied, as tremors shook his skinny
body.

It was several minutes later before the boys
realized they were safe and got to their feet. Donny’s ear
continued to ache and ring with a maddening volume.

In a high, soft, childlike voice, Robert said,
“Donny, I . . . I think I pissed my pants.”

Donny said nothing and simply stared at the
highway, watching the hypnotic string of red lights fade into the
blackness.

Finally, he spoke. “Well, fuck me if I ever
smile again.”
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Thomas Quetone was too nervous to keep his mind
on his job despite some sizable bets on the blackjack tables. He
had seen most of the betters before and doubted any of them were
cheats or professional gamblers. The pit boss had far more
important things to think about—like the Indian who was about to
kill one of his dealers, or already had. He should be back by
now, Quetone thought. What was taking so long? Hell, he
probably stopped off at a bar somewhere. Damned Indian.

Of course, Quetone was part Indian himself. His
great grandfather was raised on a reservation shared by the Kiowa,
Apache, and Comanche tribes in southwestern Oklahoma where he
eventually met and married a white school teacher. Although it
wasn’t much, being just ‘officially’ one-eighth Indian was enough
to open a few doors for Thomas. His job for one thing, pit boss at
the Eagle Feather, was a good one. Indian-owned casinos liked to
hire Indians, simple as that, even one-eighth Indians. The work was
easy enough: make sure the dealers added the cards correctly, keep
the customers happy, watch for cheaters, and record the money. He
liked being a supervisor, a boss. It gave him a sense of respect as
he ambled along the pit floor, feeling the eyes of the gamblers
follow him as he scrutinized the action on the tables.

There was one big problem, however. His measly
salary of $36,000 a year did not begin to support the lifestyle
Thomas and his wife, Teresa, currently enjoyed.

There was the Lexus of course, fifty two grand
for that, and his house, a 5000 square footer with heated pool,
sauna, and enough expensive furnishings to make a Rockefeller
proud. The house alone had set him back over half a million
dollars. Despite the expenses, cash flow—at first—had not been a
problem. His wife’s family had money, big bucks, and were more than
generous to their daughter and new son-in-law, going so far as to
give Teresa her own checkbook to the family bank account. On at
least two occasions, their pampered little darling had flown to New
York on extensive shopping sprees, dropping thousands on shoes,
dresses, and jewelry, all financed by daddy and mommy. They gave
her a credit card as well, no limit. “Have fun honey. Enjoy.” And
she did. Teresa had no boundaries when it came to spending. Thomas
told himself he should have known better than to marry into a
family like that. But damn, he was reaping the benefits too. And if
there was an inheritance…well. His own parents were not poor.
Actually upper middle class, their family-owned steak house had
always shown a profit. However, they lived within their means and
kept to a strict budget, something Thomas never quite got the hang
of.

When Teresa’s mom had died of pancreatic cancer,
Thomas learned it was she, not her father who was the driving force
behind their investment business. When the real estate market
crashed and a partner swindled the firm out of millions, the
company found itself on the brink of bankruptcy. Six months later,
the old man had a severe stroke and was partially paralyzed, unable
to speak or walk. Teresa had found a nursing home for her daddy, an
expensive one which quickly drained what was left of the family
assets. The money well had gone dry, leaving poor little Teresa to
depend on her ordinary Oklahoma- born husband, a casino pit boss,
to satisfy her insatiable champagne tastes. The insurance, taxes,
upkeep on the house, and Teresa’s monthly Visa bill were
staggering. Despite their income, the concept of cutting expenses
was so foreign to his bride, it was beyond her slightest
consideration. Teresa had made it very clear, many times, that if
he could not support her, she would find someone who could

High maintenance or not, Thomas loved his wife.
She was gorgeous, fun, and great in the sack. He liked the way she
turned heads when they walked into a room. He could see the envy in
every man’s eyes. But the money was running out, had run out
in fact. He was going to lose her, lose the house, the car, all of
it; he had known it just as surely as shit stinks.

That’s when it had started, the whole mess, when
he had received that life-altering phone call from his cousin,
Maury. That was when that nasty aroma started smelling a little bit
like a rose.

If it hadn’t been for that damn Maury,
Quetone thought. If he’d only left me out of it. And
where the hell is the Indian? Something’s gone wrong, I know
it.

Maury Quetone was a gambler, a professional, at
least that’s what he told anyone who would listen. His specialty
was Texas Hold Em’, a poker game that had swept across
America like wildfire and was becoming popular in Europe and Asia
as well. Something about the game—the bold bets, the bluffing, and
the apparent simplicity of it—had grabbed the interest of millions,
mushrooming into television contracts, Internet gambling, and a
variety of poker-themed products such as caps, jackets, and gaudy
jewelry. Dark sunglasses, an accessory popular with the pros to
hide their eye movement, had spawned never-before-seen sales
figures in that industry.

Maury was blessed with a natural instinct for
the game. Somehow, he seemed to know who was bluffing and who
wasn’t, a talent which had won him some big pots, big enough that
he quit his job at a hardware company and hit the circuit, playing
the tournaments. Maury was a talker, chatting it up at the tables,
irritating some, amusing others; but he made friends easily,
especially with women. To his amazement, he was pleasantly
surprised how many women were impressed with someone who gambled
for a living. Maury was never lonely, in or out of bed. Of course,
he didn’t always win; and on a bad night at the Peppermill in Reno
when he had dropped over five thousand bucks, he left the big felt
table to sit in the lounge for awhile, to have a drink and regroup.
Maury seldom drank when he was playing, but now he picked an empty
stool at the bar and ordered a vodka martini. His instinct told him
to quit for the day and try the cards again tomorrow, but damn, he
loved playing poker.

The evening was young, the bar only half full,
as most of the patrons still had enough money in their pockets to
throw at the slots and tables. A well-groomed man in a sports
jacket, slacks, and expensive shoes sat down next to Maury even
though there were several other vacant stools. The man struck up a
conversation, and to Maury’s delight, he found that the guy was
fascinated by his tales about women, gambling and partying. Another
round was ordered, the young man paying while Maury deliberately
fumbled for his billfold, and the conversation continued. Maury’s
new friend revealed that he was from Texas, born in Waco and a
country boy at heart. He told Maury about a trip he had made to
Reno to visit an old friend, a blackjack dealer, and went on to
explain how his friend had come to persuade him to join up in his
business, one that was making good money.

Maury had no idea what this guy thought “good
money” was, but now curious, he began asking questions. The subject
of money was always interesting to Maury. The stranger had
suggested they go to a booth where they could talk more privately.
He soon explained to Maury that he was a scout, looking for some
team members to play blackjack. Maury had heard about such “teams,”
of course. A few years ago, a group of brainy students out of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology had made fortunes for
themselves with an ingenious method of counting cards and signaling
an accomplice to come in when the deck was hot. Eventually, they
had been caught; and with the publicity, books, even a movie, their
methods were now well known. When Maury had pressed for more
details, the man clammed up but handed him a scrap of paper with a
phone number. Call this number, he had said, say the word
‘blackjack’ and leave your number. Someone will call you. The man
had seemed eager for him to make the call, almost insistent. At
first, Maury had seemed reluctant, explaining that he wasn’t a good
blackjack player and was damn sure not a card counter; but
eventually, he had agreed to make the call. What the hell. Just a
phone call. What would he have to lose?

Maury stuck the note in his pocket and despite
the drinks and his inner voice telling him not to, hit the tables,
again where he quickly lost another seven hundred dollars. Maury
called it a night and went to his room. Lying on the bed, he
thought back to what had gone wrong downstairs. When the skinny
little Asian guy at the end of the table had gone all in, Maury
thought he was bluffing and called with trip fives. It wasn’t a
bluff and the seven high straight took him down to his last
thousand. He was still cursing himself when he remembered the slip
of paper with the phone number. He called it, heard a beep, said
“blackjack” then his cell phone number. He no sooner stretched out
and began replaying the cards in his head again, when he was
startled by his ringtone. So soon? A baritone voice said, “Call
your cousin, the pit boss in Oklahoma. Give him the number you used
tonight.” There was a click, and the line went dead.

Thomas could remember the night Maury had
called as if it had been ten minutes ago. Every detail. It was his
night off. He’d been sipping on some good scotch, watching Leno,
and was getting ready for bed when the phone rang.

“Hey, Cuz, how they hanging?”

The cousins were not only related but had been
good friends all their lives, relishing family reunions as a chance
to share laughs and gambling stories. They called one another
often, just to keep in touch.

“Hanging heavy and low, Maury. What’s up? Where
you at?”

“Reno,” Maury said. “Cuz, I don’t know what’s
going on out here, but some weird shit happened tonight.” Maury
told of his meeting with the man at the bar. “Now, after making
that call, it’s pretty obvious the guy knew who I was; and what’s a
little scary, he knew who you were and that we were related.
How the hell…?”

Thomas interrupted. “Maury, have you ever
mentioned me and what I do while you’re bullshitting with those
players at the table and bars? Ever tell any of those women you’re
always bragging about? You did, didn’t you?”

“Well, I guess there’s a chance I might have
done that, Tom. I don’t remember.”

“Uh-huh. Go on.”

“It sounded like a shady deal. In fact, I’m sure
it is. But if you do call him, watch your ass. Hey, do me a favor
and let me know what happens, will you? Maybe I’ll switch games,”
Maury laughed. “I need to do something. These damn cards
aren’t falling for me like they used to.”

Thomas had little doubt about what the man at
the bar was after and changed the topic. The last thing he needed
was to be implicated in something that was possibly illegal and
have motor mouth Maury in on it.

The men chatted briefly about family and a
little OU football before saying their goodbyes and good lucks.

Thomas stared at the phone and the number he’d
scribbled down and thought about it. Tear it up, forget it,
he told himself. That’s the only smart thing to do. Gotta be a scam
of some kind, but what? Whoever was behind this had been doing
their homework; running down a relative like that and getting to me
through him, putting some insulation between the parties. Obviously
somebody needed a pit boss and, just as obviously, to cheat a
casino, most likely his casino. Soft jazz oozed from the
ceiling speakers, the scotch was warming his stomach. Teresa had
gone to Dallas again. That meant another big bill from Visa.

Why did I ever make that call, he
questioned. Shit, I knew it was a mistake when I was dialing.
Damn whisky. I know better than to talk business when I’ve been
drinking.

The recorder came on after the fourth ring with
a solid click but no message. “Blackjack, Thomas Quetone.” He spoke
his phone number and carefully replaced the portable back in the
charging cradle. Probably just another dope with a system, he
thought. The casinos were full of them, and pit bosses welcomed
them. Pathetic amateurs with betting schemes, trying to count
cards, or waiting for a lucky chair. Occasionally one would hold up
the game trying to remember just what the hell they were supposed
to do with a soft sixteen, and Thomas would be forced to smile and
discreetly tell them to speed it up a little. He had seen all kinds
at the tables. Most were there to have fun, make a few small bets,
maybe lose fifty or a hundred, and go home. Some knew the basic
strategy, what cards to hit and when to stay; but in the long run,
they lost their money like all the rest, just as the casinos knew
they would. Why did they think casinos have blackjack tables? There
was the occasional exception, of course. Anybody might get lucky on
a particular night. When that happened, when big money was
involved, Thomas Quetone made notes while overhead video cameras
caught it all, recording the player and the hands on massive
digital hard drives.

Crushed ice spewed from the stainless steel
refrigerator while Thomas scanned over the dozens of liquor bottles
lining the glass wall behind his mahogany bar. Teresa kept it well
stocked, just as she did the wine cellar in the basement. He had
just poured another shot of Johnny Walker Blue at a hundred-eighty
bucks a bottle, when his phone rang. He checked the caller ID:
Unavailable.

“Hello.”

“Mr. Quetone?”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Quetone, did you recently make a phone call
and leave your home number?”

“Obviously. What is it you want, and please
don’t waste my time.”

“Oh, I don’t think this will be a waste of your
time, Mr. Quetone. In fact, this may be the best use of your time
ever.”

“Get on with it, dammit.”

“All right. What I’m offering, sir, is for you
to be a part of a business, a small organization, but one that is
currently doing very well. I’m talking about an income of around a
half million a year.”

Thomas jumped in. “Big deal, a lot of companies
make that much. Who do think you’re dealing with here? I’m not some
retired old fart whose brain has turned to mush and hands his money
away to some scam artist with a slick story.”

“What I was about to say, sir, was that I was
referring to the salaries, the salary of each of our members.”

That got Thomas Quetone’s attention.

“Mr. Quetone? You still there?”

“Talk’s cheap, mister. How are you making these
millions?”

“I don’t think it’s wise to discuss that on a
telephone, do you, Mr. Quetone? You’ve figured out by now that we
know who you are and where you work. Otherwise you would not have
received this call. Your occupation places you in the unique
position to make a considerable amount of money with our
organization. I’m sure you’ve also logically assumed that we are a
gambling business. Only with our group, it’s not a gamble. Would
you like to continue this conversation at a later date, Mr.
Quetone? I’m hanging up in thirty seconds.”

For the next twenty seconds, the only sound on
the phone was that of Thomas’ deep breathing and an occasional
burst of static on the wireless Panasonic.

“Let’s talk.”

“Very good decision, Mr. Quetone. Can we meet
tomorrow, say after your shift at the Eagle Feather? How about the
lot where you park your Lexus?”

Damn, Thomas thought, he knows a lot about me.
For some odd reason, his mind flashed back to a line from the movie
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid—“Who are those guys?”

“All right, let’s do it. Tomorrow, a little
after midnight. What kind of car will you be in?” There was no
answer. Thomas Quetone was talking to thin air.
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“Winner, winner, chicken dinner!” a
blackjack player hollered loud enough for the whole casino to hear.
No matter how many times he’d heard it, Thomas Quetone had to
smile. A man wearing a striped cowboy shirt was raking in his
chips, laughing loudly. He had been drinking steadily all evening,
and Thomas knew the guy’s luck was bound to run out. Blackjack
players who drank while gambling were destined to go home with an
empty wallet. That thought made Thomas think about how empty his
own wallet had been before he’d made a deal with the man called
Michael. Had it been only six months since that fateful ride, the
ten short miles that changed his life? The scenes from that night
flashed through his mind like a slide show in a darkened room. It
had been raining; he remembered that quite clearly.

Ripples of glowing amber danced in the puddles
beneath the light poles in the casino parking lot. The cold
drizzling rain had discouraged the casual gamblers, but undeterred
by a little bad weather, the hard core betters—with their rain
jackets and umbrellas—flowed through the entrance like salmon
headed upstream. Thomas Quetone looked around at the cars scattered
across the parking lot as he quickly walked to his reserved space.
He wondered if someone was watching him; but with the rain, it was
impossible to see through the windows. Beginning to hope that no
one would show up, he brushed off his jacket and ducked inside the
Lexus. As badly as he needed the money, he was having second
thoughts about this meeting.

Screw it! There has to be another way, he
thought. He fired the ignition, bringing the Lexus to life just as
a dark Cadillac appeared at the end of the lot. Moving toward him
at a normal speed, it stopped directly in his path, blocking his
way. A window slid down. A man smiled at him, motioning with four
fingers for Thomas to approach. Thomas killed the engine but stayed
in the safety of his car, hesitant. After a moment, he hit the
switch for his own power window and leaned his head out into the
drizzle, feeling the wetness on his thinning hair.

“Mr. Quetone?” the man called. “Let’s take a
little ride and chat, shall we?

Thomas hit the power lock on the Lexus, walked
to the passenger side of the Cadillac, looked around one more time,
and opened the door. The interior lighting revealed a young woman
in the back seat, an unlit cigarette between her fingers. She had
short blond hair and wore a dark blouse with a denim miniskirt,
revealing a lot of leg. She gave Thomas no more than a glance and
began studying her nails as if considering a manicure. The driver,
a well-groomed man wearing a black suit, light blue shirt and tie,
continued to smile and gestured toward the seat beside him. Thomas
sat down and eyed the man who knew so much about his life. He had
dark hair without a hint of gray and wore it combed straight back,
reminding Thomas of the stereotyped Italian gangster. Hell, maybe
he was a Mafioso.

“My name is Michael,” the man said. “The lady in
back is Susan Lord. She’s a new hire at the Eagle Feather, but I’m
sure you haven’t met her yet. She doesn’t start till next week.
Susan’s a blackjack dealer. Been working the Louisiana casinos.
Isn’t that right, dear?”

“You know where I’ve been working,” she said
without looking up from her hands.

The Cadillac eased through the lot, splashed
through a few puddles, and hit the ramp to I-40, heading west. The
intermittent wipers had no trouble keeping up with the mist as
several silent minutes passed. The lack of conversation was getting
to Thomas; and he had just begun to feel an uneasiness in the pit
of his stomach when Michael said, “Mr. Quetone, as you’ve probably
surmised by now, what I’m about to offer concerns gambling and the
casino where you’re presently employed. For obvious reasons, I
can’t reveal our organizational structure; but if you should decide
to join us, I will be your only contact. Any questions you may have
will be directed through me. Due to the nature of our business, I
can’t guarantee the amount of your income with us; but I can assure
you that you’d make enough money to clear your debts, keep your
house, your car, your wife, and have plenty left over. How does it
sound so far?”

“Well, Michael, if that’s your real name, you
seem to know a lot more about me than I know about you,” Thomas
said. “And why do I have this tiny little feeling that what you
want me to do is illegal? For all I know, this could be a setup,
maybe a sting, something the casino is doing as a loyalty
check.”

The Cadillac jerked violently to the right, the
tires searching for traction on the wet pavement as they hit the
entrance to the rest stop at sixty miles an hour before Michael hit
the brakes, bringing the vehicle to a sliding stop.

“What the hell?” Thomas yelled.

“Would you like me to take you back?” Michael
asked, his voice even and calm, just as it had been only moments
ago.

Thomas tried to control his breathing. If it not
been for the driver’s easy going manner, he might have jumped from
the car and ran, taking his chances. After one final deep breath,
he swallowed and said, “Let’s talk.”

“I need a smoke,” Susan Lord said. She slid from
the back seat and stepped outside the car, her urge for nicotine
outweighing the discomfort of the damp and chilly breeze. The flame
from her lighter flashed on a face showing evidence of hard
times.

“We don’t consider our operation illegal. To us,
it’s part of the game,” Michael said. “All we’re doing is adjusting
the odds to be more favorable to our side of the table.”

“Blackjack, of course.”

“Of course. It’s the only game where the player
has any chance.”

“Surely you’re not thinking of pulling the same
scam those kids from MIT used, are you? If you remember, they got
caught.”

“I’m quite familiar with the methods they used.
But how did they get caught, Mr. Quetone?”

“Their faces. Pit bosses started remembering
them. Once they were exposed, every casino in the country had their
mugs in the book, the card counters book. They couldn’t find a
table where they weren’t recognized.”

“Ah, you know your job very well, Mr. Quetone.
And by your own words, what single person, of all the employees in
a casino, was most responsible for bringing down their house of
cards?”

“The pit boss,” Thomas said.

Michael smiled again. “Here’s how it works. We
have a player at the table, a recorder, who notes when a good run
of cards comes along. He memorizes the indicator cards, the
beginning and end of the run. The dealer does a false shuffle,
keeping the order of those good cards intact. That’s called the
slug. The recorder then signals another player to come in,
sometimes more than one, and they increase their bets as the known
cards come out. It works rather well.

“And what does the pit boss do?” Thomas
asked.

“That’s the sweet part, Mr. Quetone. You do
absolutely nothing. We do all the work. You simply look the other
way when our players are at the table. It’s very simple
actually.”

“You think casinos aren’t aware of when they
lose money? You start cashing in big winnings every night, they’ll
be all over your ass.”

“That possibility has been factored in. You see,
our groups operate in dozens of casinos all over the country. We’re
also looking into Canada. For a particular casino, such as yours,
we bring a team in, play every other night for three days, hit it
hard, cash in, then those two players move on while another team
moves in. The only constant is you and the dealer.”

As if on cue, Susan Lord opened the door and
slid in. “Rain’s stopped,” she said. “You guys though bull shittin’
yet?”

Michael shot her a look. This time, he wasn’t
smiling. Susan Lord turned her head and watched the traffic.

“I believe I’ve covered everything you need to
know for now, Mr. Quetone. I’ll be contacting you in two days. I’m
sure you’ll have made your decision by then. Take this.” Michael
reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and produced a
small black cell phone. “This is a non-traceable phone. If you
decide to join us, it’ll be what we use to communicate with.”

The Cadillac merged easily with the light
traffic, took the next exit, made a u-turn under the bridge, and
headed back east. As they passed the rest stop, Thomas noticed an
identical area directly across the highway from where they had
talked. It had a steep bank making it almost impossible to see if
there was anyone using it or not. Shit, he thought, out
here in the middle of nowhere, dark. That could have
turned ugly back there and no one would have seen a thing. A
shiver began at his shoulders and ran down his spine.

Michael pulled into the casino parking lot,
drove to the last row of cars, and stopped in front of a white
Volkswagen Passat. The woman got out. “Good evening, Miss Lord,”
Michael called cheerfully. Susan Lord did not answer or
acknowledge.

“All right, Michael, what if I don’t buy into
this?” Thomas asked as they arrived at the reserved spaces. “What
if I say fuck you and your company? You’re planning on cheating my
casino, the place where I work for a living. Why shouldn’t I report
this whole thing to my bosses or even the cops?”

“Oh, I don’t think you’d want to do that, Mr. Q.
Just like your casino, we also have a security department.” Michael
flashed a hint of a smile, but his eyes went cold.
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Of all the mental images of that night, it was
those eyes, Michael’s hard eyes, which Thomas remembered most
vividly. Eyes that penetrated his mind, saw inside him, saw his
weaknesses—eyes that said I own you now. And just as Michael
had promised on that rainy evening, the money was good.
Players came and went. Susan Lord handled the decks so smoothly
that Thomas doubted if he would have caught her had he not known
exactly how she was doing it. His cut of the operation went into an
account in the Bahamas. He could check it by computer every day if
he wanted and he usually did. The amount on deposit steadily
increased and though Thomas never knew if he was getting his full
share, the money was paying the bills and keeping his wife happy.
He hadn’t given Teresa carte blanche as her parents had done—no way
could he match that—but as long as she could buy a fancy dress at
Sak’s now and then and trade her Corvette every year or two, she
was satisfied, despite the limitations.

In the months that followed, the casino had
accepted the losses—even though some had been substantial—as a part
of the business and had raised no red flags, at least none that
Thomas knew about. On one occasion, after a team member had hit a
table for over thirty thousand, Thomas had been asked if he’d ever
seen the player before, and Thomas could honestly answer that he
hadn’t. That player never came back. With thousands of casinos in
the country to choose from, there was no need.

The phone that Michael had given him was seldom
used, but one evening, just as Thomas finished another shift, he
felt a vibration in his pocket.

“Mr. Quetone?” the voice asked.

“Yes.”

“Tomorrow afternoon, I’m sending a man from our
security department by the casino to pick up Susan Lord for a
meeting. I want you to be sure she hooks up with him. Can you do
that?”

“Of course. I think she gets off around four in
the afternoon.”

“Fine. Tell her that I want to talk to her
privately, and the man will take her to a discreet location for a
meeting. He’ll be out back in the employee’s lot. I believe he’s of
American Indian descent. He'll be driving a blue van. When the man
returns, I want you to give him five thousand dollars. That amount
was added to your account a few moments ago. That will be the
security man’s final payment for the job he’s doing. But I don’t
want you to give it to him until you hear from me. Understand?”

“Hell, no, I don’t understand,” Quetone yelled.
“What am I paying him for?”

“Miss Lord has become a problem. That problem is
going to be eliminated. You’re not going to become a problem are
you, Mr. Quetone?”
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Less than ten miles from where Satanta had left
the frightened boys, an eerie glow from the Eagle Feather Casino
hung in the damp night air. The parking lot nearest the entrance
was packed as usual, but Satanta looked for a space at the rear of
the lot, in the shadows, farthest from the buildings. He backed the
old Caprice into a spot on the back row, effectively hiding the tag
in the unlikely event that any police would be looking for it. He
left the keys in the ignition and wiped the steering wheel with his
wet shirt to erase any fingerprints—not that he felt it was
necessary, but he liked to be thorough. He checked the seats and
floorboard for anything he might have dropped, then shut the door
and walked toward the casino, relieved to abandon the old
clunker.

Knowing that thousands of whites were losing
their money to Indian-owned casinos always brought a little smile
to Satanta’s face. He saw it as a small measure of revenge for the
multitude of injustices inflicted upon his ancestors. When gambling
became legal in Oklahoma with the passage of a constitutional
amendment in 2004, dozens of casinos had sprung up across the
state, much to the consternation of the many Bible-Belt residents
who opposed it. Preachers from border to border of the Sooner state
had railed against the sins and evil of gambling; but as it turned
out, a great number of people were eager to take their chances with
Satan and the casinos.

The business thrived and what had started as a
few tin-covered Quonset huts with a dozen slot machines had quickly
transformed into a multi-million dollar industry with poker,
blackjack, and entertainment, along with elaborate hotels and
upscale restaurants for the gamblers. The Eagle Feather, relatively
new to the market, had been in business for less than a year; but
its location, along with an obscenely bright LED sign featuring
gorgeous women with large breasts and fists full of money, had
lured the Interstate travelers like black bass to a spinner bait.
The blackjack tables were busy as usual, but several of the slot
machines were quiet, patiently waiting for the next sucker to sit
down and feed them.

Satanta ignored the gambling section and went
immediately to the elevators leading to the hotel rooms. As the
elevator door began to close, a man wearing a polo shirt with an
alligator on the pocket got on, pushed one of the floor buttons,
and gave Satanta a curious look as he noticed the Indian’s wet,
dirty clothes.

“Hey Buddy, you get soaked at the tables?” It
was all the alligator man could do to stifle the belly laugh that
so badly wanted out. Satanta said nothing, but slowly turned his
head and gazed steadily into the eyes of this new tormentor. The
laughter died in the man’s throat as he decided the floor of the
elevator was actually quite interesting and used the remainder of
the ride to examine it in detail.

The Indian found his room and used a key card to
open the door. Ignoring the flashing red light on the phone, he
stripped and threw his wet clothes in the bathroom. The shower felt
good as the hot water eased his mind along with his weariness. He
toweled off and, still naked, poured a half glass of Crown Royal
from a bottle in his suitcase. He hated himself when he drank,
detesting his weakness for liquor; but like many of his ancestors
who had traded valuable furs for diluted whiskey, he felt powerless
to resist. He drained the glass, poured another, and went to the
phone. He listened to the message, then dialed a number.

“Is it over?” the voice asked.

“Yes, but we have a problem. We need to talk,”
Satanta said. “Come up to my room. Bring money.”

“I’m not coming to your room,” the voice said.
“Someone might see me.”

There was a long silence. “Hello. You still
there?”

Satanta released an audible sigh. “Listen
carefully. I’m tired. I’m pissed. If I have to come to you, it will
not be a pleasant experience.”

“Okay, okay. Give me thirty minutes or so. I
need to find another pit boss to take my place.”

“Make it fifteen.”

Thomas Quetone left his station on the casino
floor the moment his replacement arrived. He went to an exit,
stepped out into the parking lot, and made a call with the cell
phone he’d been told to use.

“He’s back and in his room,” Quetone said to the
man that answered the call. “He said the job was done but that
there was a problem.”

“Did he say what sort of problem?”

“No, but he said he wanted his money.”

“Don’t give him the money. Find out what
happened, and report back to me. I’ll tell you what to do at that
time. Do you understand?”

“Yes, but I don’t like this. And that Indian’s
not gonna like it either when he doesn’t get paid. What if he gets
violent? Did you hear me? You there? Hello?” The only reply was a
series of clicks and then silence.

Satanta took another long drink from the glass
and spread-eagled his body on the bed. He needed to go to Tulsa and
find the man who’d seen him, but he could feel the exhaustion
seeping into his body. His eyes were getting heavy, and the Crown
wasn’t helping. No time for sleep, not now. He stood and
paced the floor, trying to stay awake. He put on a clean shirt and
jeans and found a change of socks, but he had no other shoes. His
Nikes were mud-caked and wet. He used toilet paper to wipe off the
worst of the mud and turned the bathroom hair dryer on high to dry
them out. The noise overrode the first tentative knock at the door.
The next one was louder. He turned the dryer off, looked through
the peep hole, and saw a pudgy man in a brown suit and yellow
shirt, nervously looking up and down the hallway. Satanta jerked
the door open, causing the visitor to flinch.

Thomas Quetone looked scared. His hair, what
little he had, was mussed and slightly damp. His eyes darted around
the room as if expecting something or someone to jump out at him.
He took a seat on the edge of the hard-backed chair next to the
bed. He stammered as he spoke.

“Wh…What do you mean a problem? You told me this
would be easy, that there wouldn’t be any problems. You said you
were a pro, that you’d done this kind of work before. What
happened?

“Shut up,” Satanta said. “I’m going to tell you.
Don’t interrupt.” Satanta tossed down his drink and poured another,
this one nearly to the top of the glass. “I picked her up in the
lot where you told her I’d be. She didn’t want to get in the van,
said she’d drive her own car to the meeting place. I told her
there’d been some changes, that it would be simpler if she rode
with me. She got in, but got pretty nervous when I got on the
Interstate. Kept asking where we were going. I didn’t tell her I
was taking her to that wildlife refuge, the one by Vian.”

“Why on earth would you use a damn refuge? Hell,
that’s a public place. Couldn’t you have found a better spot than
that, something safer?” asked Quetone, his voice rising.

Satanta leaned on one elbow and reached under a
pillow where he had placed the nine millimeter pistol. He jacked a
round into the chamber before laying it back on the bed. Quetone
gripped the chair as he slid back, nearly tipping it over. His eyes
widened, never leaving the gun.

“What part of don’t interrupt didn’t you
understand?” Satanta asked. Quetone nodded, said nothing, and
continued to stare at the weapon.

“May I continue?” Satanta asked with a smile
that sent a shiver down the other man’s spine. “I like that refuge.
Few people use it, and I knew the sound of a shot wouldn’t mean
anything to anyone that might be around. Hunters are always
shooting at something; any animal that steps outside the boundaries
is fair game. Anyway, by the time we got there, she’d gotten over
her thing about being nervous and got pissed instead, asking me why
you’d picked a spot like this to meet. I told her you wanted
complete privacy, no one around to see you coming or going. I
reminded her that there was a lot of money involved and she’d be
smart to calm down and go with the plan. She was watching the storm
clouds when I shot her. I bagged her head so there wouldn’t be any
blood in the van and then wrapped her in plastic. You’ll be happy
to know I picked up the spent casings too.”

“The shit came down as I was leaving and saw a
pickup that I’d missed on the way in. It was sitting behind some
brush. When I saw there was no one inside, I started looking around
for whoever owned it. Then, as I was walking along the road, a loud
screeching sound came out of nowhere. I found a black box. It was a
battery powered game caller. I’ve used them myself when I’ve been
huntin’. This one had a remote control. I could tell by the
antenna. That’s when I knew that somebody was close by and might
have seen me shoot that woman.”

Thomas Quetone desperately wanted to ask Satanta
if he’d found the witness, but didn’t, and held his tongue.

“I looked in his truck,” the Indian continued,
“and found his business cards, so I know his name and where he
lives. Now, I know what you’re thinkin’,” Satanta said. “Why didn’t
I find this person and take him out while I was there? Thing is,
there’s only one way in and out of the refuge. I figured the guy
likely had a cell phone on him and if I didn’t leave right then,
I’d be trapped. I’d be going back to prison. And you’d be going
with me. I think I made the right decision, don’t you? You can
answer now.”

The words tumbled from Thomas Quetone: “Hey, I’m
just the middle man here. You know that. We have the same boss. I
do what he says. All this business is between you and him. I didn’t
want to get involved with this, but I had no choice. All I was
supposed to do was arrange for you to pick her up, and they pay
you. That’s all.”

Satanta interrupted, “Where’s my money?”

“I have a family to suppo…” Questone stopped in
mid-sentence. “Well, actually, I don’t have it with me. The guy
that hired you told me to…” Satanta picked up the gun.

“Wait, wait, calm down. I’m supposed to confirm
the job is done and report back to him. Then he’ll send the rest of
the money.” Thomas wasn’t about to tell him that the final payment
was in his own pocket.

“What do you mean, send the money?” the
Indian asked as he admired the workmanship on the pistol.

“I...I mean he’ll give it to me, and I’ll give
it to you—the rest of it, the five thousand.”

“That’s a nice handkerchief in your lapel
pocket. Silk?” Satanta asked.

The question was so ludicrous to Thomas that he
found himself speechless, his mouth agape.

“Give it to me,” Satanta said.

“What?”

“I’ll speak slower for you. Give…it…to…me.”

Quetone quickly handed him the bright yellow
kerchief, one that exactly matched his shirt. Brown and yellow was
Thomas Quetone’s favorite color combination.

The Indian began to clean the gun with the silk,
slowly moving it along the barrel then down to the grip. Dirt,
grime, and gun oil soaked into the kerchief. “You got a pen or
something I can use to clean the barrel?”

Quetone rapidly shook his head.

“You sure?”

Quetone nodded vigorously.

“Okay.”

The room was quiet as Satanta continued to clean
the gun, working the silk into the crevices. The only sound was the
whisper of air from the vents. He gave it one more wipe-down and
held it to the light for a final inspection. Satisfied, he tossed
the soiled kerchief on the floor and then pointed the gun at Thomas
Quetone’s head.

“Do I have your attention?” Satanta asked.
Quetone tried to answer; his mouth moved, but nothing audible
emerged. “I’ll take that as a yes,” Satanta said. “This is what’s
going to happen. Since the guy on the refuge is a witness and might
have photos of me or the woman, or hell, me pulling the trigger for
all I know, I’ll have to deal with that. I’m going to Tulsa, find
him, and kill him. I had to get rid of the van, so I’ll need a car.
Now here’s the important part. I don’t know how long this will
take, of course, but when I get back—you are still listening,
aren’t you—I will call you, and you will have my money. Are
we crystal clear on that?”

Thomas Quetone managed to answer, but it was
only a single word, and it came out in a high falsetto.

“Crystal,” he squeaked.

“About that car,” Satanta said, “I’ve decided to
use yours. It’ll be simple that way. Give me the keys. Where’s it
parked?”

By now, Quetone had resigned himself to doing
the bidding of this very frightening man without complaint and
handed him the keys.

“It’s in lot A, under the light—the black
Lexus.”

“That’ll work. Now get out of here.”

Quetone was relieved to be dismissed and was
almost to the door when the Indian said, “Wait.” Quetone tensed.
“You forgot your hankie.”

Satanta poured another glass of Crown, thought
about going for ice, but decided it was too much trouble. Instead,
he propped up the two pillows at the head of the bed and lay back
to plan his next steps. I need to find the photographer fast,
hopefully before he gives the photos to the cops, if he hasn’t
already. He’ll calm down eventually, then figure out I might
come for him. That’s when he’ll call ‘em. Don’t have much time.
Need to go. The warmth of the whiskey was doing its familiar
magic, spreading through his body and bringing a blessed sense of
peace to his hate-filled mind. He closed his eyes.

Need to rest for a few minutes, then I’ll go.
So tired.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/32951
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
AN INNOCENT WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHER
EXPOSES GREED, HATRED, AND MURDER

- warren williams





