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Introduction

Like a spot news photo, short crime fiction
should present the essence of people captured in a life-changing
moment.

Composed of the precise amount of
information, it gives us a powerfully intimate connection to the
drama, peril and heartbreak that has overwhelmed others.

Long after we’ve looked away, we are haunted
by the experience.

If there is a common thread running through
this small collection of short crime fiction it is the theme of men
and women caught up in situations so extraordinary, it’s made them
desperate, even dangerous.

We begin with Blood Red Rings. Of all
my works, Blood Red Rings stands as one of my favorites. I
think it’s because as hard as I try every time I write to achieve
on the page what I conceive in my imagination, this piece came
closest to the mark.

For this story, I went back to my times as a
crime reporter and the countless ride-alongs I’d had with police
officers in Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Toronto, Calgary, Vancouver,
Jamaica and Kuwait. Wherever I went I listened and learned about
the job, about the cop, about life. I drew upon those moments to
partner you for one night with seasoned cop Frank Harper, when he
takes the ride of his life.

Blood Red Rings first appeared in
Crimespree Magazine where Jon, Ruth and Jennifer Jordan have opened
the door of their revered publication to short crime fiction. I am
honored that my work has appeared there.

Then we move to Lightning Rider, the
story of a damaged woman determined to take what she believes she
is owed. It came to life when the International Association of
Crime Writers put out a call for short stories to be considered
for Murder In Vegas, an anthology edited by Michael
Connelly. The call was for crime stories connected to Las Vegas. I
had something in mind arising from trips I had made to Las Vegas
and submitted a story. I was thrilled when it was accepted for
inclusion. Later, the Crime Writers of Canada selected Lightning
Rider to receive the 2006 Arthur Ellis Award for Best Short Story.
It is also featured in Deadly Bride and 21 of the Year's
Finest Crime and Mystery Stories, Edited by Ed Gorman &
Martin H. Greenberg.

Three Bullets to Queensland is a
snapshot of a desperate man, Ike Decker, a Special Loss Recovery
Agent, for the armored car industry. He has a dream and the only
thing in his way to realizing it is Paco Sanchez and $1.2 million
in stolen cash.

As a crime reporter, I had covered several
armored car heists. I talked with several investigators from the
FBI and Royal Canadian Mounted Police. I also talked with experts
in the industry, the few who were willing to talk. It gave me a
foundation for creating Ike, Paco and their situation.

The last story in the collection, As Long
As We Both Shall Live, first appeared in Blood on the
Holly, an anthology of Christmas mysteries edited by Caro Soles
and published in 2007 by Baskerville Books.

The inspiration for As Long As We Both
Shall Live came to me during my bus commute to my day job.
Almost every day I had observed a stranger, a middle-aged woman,
who seemed so sad yet somehow serene. I began to imagine a life for
her, a life where everything she held as absolute and
unconditional, collapsed around her.

But I endeavored to tell her story in a form
that was different for me; that of a sworn transcript. In my days
as a journalist I had covered many court proceedings and had read
many transcripts submitted as evidence. Though usually dry,
transcripts told compelling stories if you read them carefully.
That is what I wanted to present with As Long As We Both Shall
Live – a drama that reads like a court transcript.

I was very pleased that the story was
selected by The Crime Writers of Canada as a finalist for the 2008
Arthur Ellis Award for Best Short Story.

I hope you enjoy reading the four stories
collected in Dangerous Women & Desperate Men as much as
I enjoyed putting them together.

If this is your introduction to my writing
you might want to consider longer titles of mine that are also
available in E-format. Some samples and additional features are
presented in the following pages.

I hope you enjoy the ride and invite you to
drop me a line.

 


Thank you,

Rick Mofina

rmofina@gmail . com
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Blood Red Rings

Frank Harper slid behind the wheel of his
unmarked Crown Victoria, adjusted his nightstick, lifted the lid on
his takeout coffee and blew gently on the surface.

He was half way through his watch.

So far, so good.

He’d responded to a couple of car prowlings,
a noisy party and a 9-1-1 hang up. Not much action in the zone
tonight. Just as well, his partner had booked off sick. Harper was
alone and could use the quiet to chew on his problems. Like the
beauty Colleen had dropped on him before he left the house.

“You don’t know me anymore,” she says. “You
don’t know us. You’re like a ghost who haunts our home.”

Why the hell would she say a thing like
that?

Harper blinked then searched for the answer
in the buildings he passed as he rolled through the Heights. He
searched in vain. It wasn’t behind the security bars of the used
appliance stores, the shut up taco stands, locked down pawn shops,
liquor stores, street ministries, skid row dives or whorehouses.
Stopping at a light, he glimpsed his reflection in the side of
gleaming black 1975 Cadillac hearse at Peppy’s Quality Used Car
Sales.

There’s your answer, pal. Vanity of
vanities, all is vanity. Sooner or later everyone takes that final
ride. It’s guaranteed, pal.

Harper chuckled, shook his head and took a
hit of coffee. Of course, Colleen had a point. But he was tired.
Tired of dealing with the mess at home. Ever since Wade dropped out
of college and moved back, he slept all day and stayed out all
night. A shining example to his sister, Angie, who never made it to
college. Lived at home, worked at Del Verdies selling suits to
lawyers. Attorneys at law. Don’t get him started on lawyers. At
least Angie worked. But Frank suspected her money went to drugs.
Angie barely spoke to him anymore. “My life’s under control, dad.
Why don’t you get off my back and tell Wade to get a job.” As for
Colleen, well, she drank more wine at dinner and often spilled it.
Her place at the table was now marked with blood red rings.

“All units in three-four -- report of a
silent alarm at 3222 Clovis. Chrono-Lazer-Tel Components --”

“Sixteen twenty. Ten-four.”

“Roger sixteen twenty. Security company
called it in. Standby by for the history.”

Unit sixteen twenty; that was Shea and
Farraday. Chrono-Lazer-Tel was a computer warehouse. Alarm went off
every night. And every night it was false. Harper let his
dispatcher know he was clear to back up sixteen twenty and then
resumed ruminating about his life.

“Roger sixteen forty-five.”

But what the hell did Colleen expect him to
do about the kids, huh? They were adults. Over twenty-one living
under his roof. His solution was simple. Kick them the hell out.
But she wouldn’t go for that. She acted like they were still in
diapers. Maybe that was her problem. She couldn’t face reality.
Always hauling out the albums, getting all misty-eyed. Aching for
things to be like they were a lifetime ago. Forget it he told
her.

You can’t go back.

But God, it was good then. Some nights, like
when he was sitting on the point of a perimeter, a memory would
just pull him back to the times he used to take the kids fishing.
Wade was maybe eight, Angie was six. They’d get up before the sun.
At dawn it felt like the whole world belonged to them. They’d spend
the whole day together at the lake. Eat the lunch Colleen had
packed. He loved her chicken salad sandwiches and the chocolate cup
cakes she’d bake. Those summers at the lake meant everything to
him. The way the sun made Wade and Angie resplendent against the
diamond waves. The way Wade called him dad and Angie called him
daddy. With respect, with affection. With love. Not anymore. You
can’t go back. Those days are gone. Dead and buried. So how did he
get here? Harper took a long hit of coffee. Cripes, he didn’t
know.

You blink and twenty-four years go by.

Twenty-four years of putting your life on
the line for your family, for this city. In the early days, the
crap he saw made him sick. The domestics, the child abuse. Murders.
God the murders. Every kind you could imagine. The worst were the
baby murders. He took it all personally. Couldn’t stop worrying
about Colleen and the kids.

As time went by, Harper learned from the
other guys how to distance himself to survive. He refused to bring
his crap home. Refused to talk about the job. Kept his emotions
locked up with his gun, a safe distance from Colleen, the kids, the
neighborhood. He isolated himself from everyone around him. Every
time he put on his uniform, he put on his street mask. Yeah, his
game face. The one that told you Frank Harper was a stone cold,
cynical bastard. And woe to the asshole who faced him. Problem was,
as years went by, it got harder to remove that mask when he came
through the door.

“Dispatch, sixteen twenty. We’re ten seven
at the alarm call. Night watchman’s coming out. We’ll talk to
him.”

“Roger sixteen twenty.”

All right. Harper admitted he could be a
sonofabitch to live with but sometimes he wondered if Colleen truly
grasped the depth of the cesspool he struggled in every day for the
last twenty-four years. Did she understand how it had reduced him
to being a tooth in a gear within a thousand gears of a giant
ass-covering machine that grinded on you; that demanded you follow
the process; that judged you, second-guessed you, wiped itself with
you, then crumpled you up and flushed you away?

Did she appreciate the toll of the shifts,
the rectum-contracting fear of knowing that around any dark corner
down any dark alley there’s a crack-jacked asshole with his finger
twitching on a trigger and he’s drooling because you’re heading his
way? And that maybe the asshole’s dickhead partner is holding
something as lethal as a Glock. He’s armed with a video camera and
a cell phone with Channel 5 and a civil liberties lawyer who wears
Del Verdies suits on speed dial, should you dare try to save your
life.

How could anyone understand what goes
through your head when you walk into a domestic and the wife’s lip
is so horribly swollen she slurs her words, and her four-year-old
boy is wedged wide-eyed in the corner convulsing with fear while
his mother begs, pleads and finally screams that she doesn’t know
why her freakin neighbors called when all she did was drop a plate.
Because her old man’s a sweet father. She swears to Jesus he never
laid a hand on them. And she’s trembling and sobbing, “No doctor,
no social services, I’ll lose my boy, I’ll lose my check.” And the
world’s sweetest dad sits statue still with his eyes burning at the
T and A on the tube, nursing a beer, as you see his knuckles are
raw.

And all you can think of is how bad you want
to kick the living shit out of this waste of skin because he
deserves it. Oh man, does he deserve it. But you’re in control.
You’ve got to hold back. Things have calmed down.

For now.

And two days later your Sergeant is telling
you to haul it up to the tenth floor where a couple of
sharp-dressed all stars from homicide are eyeballing the hell out
of you and your unit history to the domestic because as we speak
Officer Harper, at this very freakin moment, Frank, that little boy
and his mother are side-by-side on autopsy tables.

And you do all you can not to blow your
breakfast on their suits which they likely got at Del Verdies.

But your rep and association hit all the
cherries for you. The review absolves you. The department absolves
you. The commission absolves you. Even the press - “neighbors said,
she brought it on herself” - absolves you. But you don’t absolve
yourself. You can’t. Because you know the machine was not absolving
Frank Harper, the machine was absolving the machine.

And later you pay a secret visit to a
cemetery where you leave flowers and ask forgiveness for the
mistakes you’ve made and the things you’ve lost because as long as
you live you’ll never forget the face of that little boy, his wide
eyes staring at you. And you think of Wade and Angie, radiant in
the sun. And you’re alone on one knee before a headstone vowing
that never again will you let an asshole escape justice.

Then you shut down. You put on your mask.
You do your job.

And it was all so long ago, everyone had
forgotten it. Everyone except Harper. Now here he was, six months
from early retirement, thinking that maybe he should try talking to
Wade and Angie; that maybe he should try helping Colleen reduce
those blood red rings at her place at the table.

Maybe, Harper thought, crumpling his styro
cup as his radio crackled.

“Dispatch sixteen twenty! Shots fired!
Officer down!”

“All units --”

Harper hit his lights and siren. Every
available unit in the sector was being marshaled to the shooting.
His Crown Victoria’s eight cylinders thundered as he sailed down
the empty streets. Harper was less than two minutes from the
computer warehouse when Rob Shea’s breathless voice spilled from
the radio.

“Pursuing the suspect,” Shea was shouting
into his shoulder mike as he ran, “northbound on Clovis,” he
panted, “in the alley behind the warehouse. -- six feet dark
clothing ski mask hand gun.”

“Dispatch, sixteen forty-five I’m southbound
on Clovis. Visual on the warehouse. Hang on Robbie, I’m
coming!”

“That you, Frank?”

“Ten four.”



Harper swung the Ford into the alley in time
to see a shadowy figure blur by him down a small, dark side
corridor between two tall buildings. He called in his location and
requested Air Support. Heaving himself from the car, he adjusted
his night stick and checked his shoulder mike before running into
the alley.

Adrenaline pumped through him as he came
upon the suspect clawing a chain link fence. He was getting hung up
in the razor wire at the top. Harper drew his weapon, aimed it.

“Police! Get your ass down on the ground
now!”

Fire flashed from the fence with a
firecracker pop as a bullet ripped by Harper’s head and ricocheted
off a dumpster. He returned three shots. The suspect’s gun fell to
the pavement. But not the suspect. Did he miss? It was so goddammed
dark and Harper made a grave mistake. When he bent to retrieve the
weapon the suspect jumped him taking him to the ground.

He fought Harper for his gun, grabbing and
pulling at it. The man felt the same size as Harper but younger,
more agile. Harper’s heart hammered as the guy seized Harper’s
nightstick with frightening speed delivering rapid fire blows to
his head, hand, and neck. Harper growled, feeling his grip on his
weapon loosening as the blows came faster, like a jackhammer.

Where the hell was Shea?

God he was losing this one. This animal was
too fast. Too strong.

It all happened within seconds but Harper
felt his world slowing down, felt his thoughts coming clearly as he
realized this is how his life would end. Face down in a back alley
near a stinking dumpster. He thought of his family and his
twenty-four years on the job. He could hear sirens, could hear help
coming. It gave him a weak measure of hope then somehow he found a
remaining ounce of strength, enough to turn his gun and fire three
more shots.

Deafening blasts bored through clothing,
skin tissue, and organs.

The blows stopped. The nightstick rattled to
the pavement. The suspect fell to his knees. Harper got to his feet
just as the suspect clamped his arms around Harper’s legs. Not to
fight but to hang on for his final moments. The guy raised his head
to stare at Harper. As he drilled his muzzle into the asshole’s
skull, he felt the younger man’s hold weakening.

As life drained from him as he spoke one
final word.

“Dad.”

Harper yanked off the ski mask and looked
into his son’s face.

The world stopped turning.

Harper did not see or hear the officers
arriving at the scene. He did not see or hear the helicopter
whooping overhead, its powerful search light turning the world
upside down as night became day. Harper was with Wade now. Wade was
a boy again and they were fishing on the lake and he was
resplendent against the diamond waves.
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Lightning Rider

Jessie Scout tightened her grip on the wheel
of the armored car when she spotted her crew members, Gask and
Perez, emerging from the casino lobby. Their canvas bags were now
empty of cash. Another delivery done.

Relax, she told herself.

Her utility belt and the holster cradling
her Glock gave a leathery squeak as she ran a perimeter check of
the mirrors around their truck. All clear. Wait. A stranger was
getting way too close to her.

“Bobby? Hey Bob, check this out, buddy!” A
man laughed.

Scout picked them up, distorted on the
driver’s side convex mirror. A couple of all-night rollers. White
guys. Forties. Mid-westerners. Mid-management. Suburban. Wife and
kids back home. Skip the buffet, Skippy. Bloody Marys for
breakfast. Riding higher than the morning desert sun. Don’t come
near the truck. Don’t you dare.

“Hey Bob. Get this.” The first one is
reaching into his pocket.

Scout’s right hand brushed the butt of her
Glock. Her two crew members were still far off on her right side.
They can’t see the guy or the flash of metal in his hand. He’s too
close.

“What’s the pay off if I play a dollar here?
Ha-ha.”

He starts to fiddle with a gunport. Jerk.
Scout spanks the horn. He recoils, his reddening face contorting in
anger aimed up at her as he passes by the front of the truck, hands
up, palms open.

“What’s a matter? Can’t you take a
joke?”

Scout eyeballs him hard and cold from behind
her dark glasses.

He’s mesmerized. She’s a young goddess.
Tanned, high cheek bones. Chestnut hair, long and braided. Her face
betrays nothing. He concedes he is out of his league. No fun here.
The rollers walk away.

She heard keys jingle then the tap of metal
on the steel passenger door. It was Gask and Perez, their faces
moist, their shirts darkened with sweat under their armpits.
“C’mon, Scout, we’re cookin’ here,” Gask shouted over the idling
motor, air conditioner and the truck’s sound-absorbing armor.

Scout unlocked the doors from the inside.
Gask heaved himself into the passenger seat. Perez sprung up the
step of the side delivery door, into the rear with the money. Both
men locked their doors as Jessie eased the truck down the casino's
driveway and onto Las Vegas Boulevard.

“What’s the problem, you hittin’ the horn
Scout?” Gask studied his clipboard, then shouted through the
sliding viewer window of the steel security wall separating the cab
and the rear of the truck. “Next drop is ATMS, Perez. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“I asked you, what’s the problem,
Scout?”

“No problem.”

“I think you still don’t know what you’re
doing do you?”

Scout didn’t answer. Gask’s face
hardened.

“I swear to God, I don’t know why they hire
you people.”

Scout said nothing.

“My last week on the job and this is what
you give me?”

“I said it was no problem.”

“You sure? You seem a little tense today. Is
it a woman thing?”

Scout rolled her eyes. What a pig. “A
tourist was touching the truck. I scolded him. He backed off. No
problem.”

“Fine. Put it in the log. Time. Place.
Description. Incident. I’m retiring with a spotless record. Got it.
Christ, you got a brain in there?”

“I know the procedure”

“As long as you’re sure,” he grunted. “Call
in the drop.”

Scout grabbed the radio handset and said:
“Ten sixty-five.”

“Go sixty-five,” the radio responded.

“Six clear.”

“Ten four, sixty-five.”

Gask shifted in his seat. “Damn gun, digging
into me.” He removed his uniform cap and dragged the back of his
hairy forearm over his forehead. “You got the AC on full, Scout?
You got it up full?”

“Full.”

“You sure you know how to operate that
thing. Might be complicated for someone like you.”

Scout concentrated on the road. Gask had
been her crew chief since she was hired as a driver for U.S. Forged
Armored Inc., four months ago. Today was his first day back from a
vacation and he was bursting to tell her and Perez about it that
morning at the terminal while downing his ritual breakfast of
chocolate glazed donuts. They were finishing up coffee, ready to
head out on deliveries.

“Know where I went, Scout?” he’d asked.

As if she cared.

“Aryanfest,” he sucked on his teeth, working
them over with a toothpick. “Up north, near your old reserve.
Pretty country. Lot’s of white. On the mountaintops. We burned a
cross,” Gask smiled. “Once I punch out of this job, I’m going to
buy me a lake cabin near the border.”

Scout and Perez looked at each other, saying
nothing. Gask did not keep his beliefs secret. Experience taught
them to avoid trigger topics like Martin Luthur King, the Pope,
Waco, Ruby Ridge, Oklahoma City, or civil rights. Scout could deal
with his insults but despised the way Gask treated Perez, who had
three years with the company.

Gil Perez was a quiet, soft-spoken father of
two little girls. He was loyal, honest. Hard working. Dreamed of
starting his own car wash business, but one day he made the mistake
of telling Gask, who’d spit on his dream every chance he could.

“Ain’t gonna happen for you, Re-Fried. You
just don’t have what it takes. Trust me. I know you, your
abilities. It exceeds the reach of your people. Scout’s too. In
both cases, your folks generally lack the motivation, the
dedication, the drive of red-blooded Americans like me to succeed.
You’d best invest all your energy in your job here and maybe one
day, if you’re real lucky, which I doubt, but maybe one day, you’ll
have your own crew like me.”

Like you?

Scout shuddered at the notion of anyone
making themselves in the image of Elmer Gask, Forged’s most senior
guard and legendary asshole. According to the dinosaurs who knew
Gask’s story, Elmer was Mississippi white trash, who’s family moved
in the night to avoid debts. Gask’s granddaddy was a Grand Dragon
who oversaw the fire-bombing of churches before he died of
complications arising from syphilis. Gask was a former bull with
the Nevada State prison system, fired for severely beating a black
con.

Then he was hired at U.S. Forged where he
earned mythic status. Over his twenty-two years on the job, Gask
safely moved up to $20 million daily among the casinos and banks of
Las Vegas without a single dollar loss. Not a cent. There had been
attempts. Three men had died in botched hits on Gask’s watch. Two
drifters from Minnesota in ’88 when they jumped him and his partner
making a $2-million drop at the Nugget. In 1983, Gask shot dead a
24-year-old Brit named Fitz-something, who was AWOL and wired on
LSD when he tried to run off with two bags of newly-minted $100
bills outside Caesars.

No one had, or would, win against Gask. He
was the money mover king of Las Vegas. He kept the casinos
lubricated, kept things humming. In this town, where every move was
a gamble, Gask had the edge and he enlightened every newcomer that
his greatness was the reason U.S. Forged entrusted him with the
heaviest deliveries and rookie staff. He knew the business and its
vulnerabilities, how to inventory a casino during a drop. How to
scan faces and sense trouble like a county sheriff’s bloodhound.
Gask had no family. No wife. No kids. He was the job. U.S. Forged
profited by his intense dedication and bigoted intimidation. All
packaged in a six-foot-two-inch, two-hundred-thirty-pound
button-straining frame.

The cost: $33,500 per anum. With a $22,000
retirement bonus coming his way for his twenty-two ‘loss-free’
years of service.

Moving north along The Strip, they stopped
for a red light near the Hacienda. Gask scanned his clipboard. “We
gotta load six ATMs at the next drop. Best use the dolly
Re-Fried.”

Perez’s face appeared at the viewer
window.

“Don’t call me Re-Fried, Elmer, please.”

Gask’s eyebrows ascended. “Why’s that?”

“Because I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like it?” Gask watched the
casinos roll by.

“Call me Gil, or Perez, please.”

“Or what? You gonna complain to the ACLU?”
Gask bit hard on his toothpick. “You forget who you’re talking
to?”

“I’m just making a respectful request.”

Gask sucked on his teeth. The muscles of his
lower jaw pulsated.

“Well, well, well,” he said as they passed
the mammoth Excalibur with its fairytale turrets. “Here I am in
1993, crew chief of ‘Gil please don’t call me Re-Fried Perez and
Pocahontas.’ Ain’t America the land of equal opportunity. This is
what I get for my last week on the job? Attitude from the two of
you.” Gask shook his head. “And I get this shit-hole truck today, a
heavy day. Still no transmitter. How many times have I told Rat to
fix the goddammed transmitter in this one? Today I get the bottom
of the heap.”

Gask had deliberately not mentioned that
Scout had alerted him to the fact they were skedded to have this
truck weeks ago. He couldn’t stomach anyone telling him anything,
let alone a woman. Even worse, a Native American woman. He ignored
her. The truck they had was a far cry from the war wagons they
usually used. Today they had the company’s ten-year-old
armor-plated Econoline van. The back up. Each crew used it for one
shift every second week while the new trucks were serviced. But
Scout thought it best not to debate facts. Let him rant.

“Nothing better happen today on my goddamn
watch, right Scout?”

She didn’t answer.

He looked at her. “What’s with you?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? I don't think so.”

Gask sensed something wasn’t right. He was
sniffing at something, Something about her was eating at him,
something he couldn’t quite figure. She was as indifferent as she
was on every shift. Maybe it was because he’d been away a week? He
kept staring.

“Aren’t you embarrassed riding in this tin
can today, Scout?”

“I’m embarrassed riding with you today,
yes.”

Scout knew what Gask was thinking, that she
was playing with him and he liked it. She was a challenge to him,
an enigma. He knew virtually nothing about her. She said little and
rarely smiled. But she knew men like Gask. Knew what they wanted.
They told her with their eyes. She knew Gask enjoyed looking at
her. Especially now. His eyes had lit on her uniform where a button
had come undone offering a glimpse of her ample breast. Firm and
dark, bouncing in her bra until she caught him staring and without
a hint of shame, buttoned her shirt. Gask sucked on his teeth.

“You got a boyfriend, Scout?”

“I don’t need one.”

“Maybe you don't know what you need.”

She said nothing and gazed beyond the glitz
of The Strip west to the Spring Mountains, searching for answers.
The meaning of her life. Jessica Mary Scout. Born in Browning,
Montana. Her mother, Angela Scout, was Blackfoot. Her father was
German, a philosophy student on exchange at MSU. He was conducting
field research on Native American mysticism at the reserve when he
met Angela. He was going to marry her and take her to Berlin. The
day Jessie was born he borrowed a truck and was driving to the
hospital. He swerved to miss a rabbit, the truck rolled. He was
killed. Jessie’s mother was never the same. Her heart was broken
and she had buried a piece of it with the man she loved.

Jessie had grown up accepting her life had
brought death.

One of the old women called it the black
wind, the bringer of misfortune. And when Jessie was ten, the old
woman told her that it would never leave her until the Lightning
Rider came for her.

“Grandmother, how will I know him?”

“You will see with your eyes and know in
your heart, child.”

Until that time, the black wind would always
be with her. Whispering. Laughing. Jessie began seeing it. Straw in
a black wind. Hearing it in a crow’s cry. Felt its presence. She
was its harbinger. This was her destiny. Did the mountains know,
she wondered, for they reached back to her home.

Jessie had lived most of her life in
Browning with her mother. She missed her. Ached for her sad sweet
smile, her fragrance, her gentle hands, the way she filled their
house with the aroma of bannock. She missed her voice. Was it out
there in the mountains? She listened for it, but heard nothing.
Jessie yearned at this moment to be with her mother. To ask her.
Would it always be true, what the old woman said? Don’t think about
it. But the black wind was kicking up, making her remember other
times.

Several years after her father’s death,
Jessie’s mother had a second child. A baby girl she’d named,
Olivia. The father was an alcoholic trucker Angela had met at a bar
in Shelby. When Angela was in the hospital having Olivia, the
trucker raped Jessie. After he finished, he threatened to kill them
all if she told. Jessie was eleven. She didn’t tell. Then one
winter day, they got word his rig had crashed near Standoff. He was
dead. Angela locked herself away to mourn him as the cold winds
blew down from the Bitteroot mountains.

As the armored car passed The Stardust,
Jessie tried to drive the memories back. It was futile. Even now, a
world away in Las Vegas. Please Olivia. Please . . . the wind . .
the black wind was there . . scattering the snow. Blinding. Biting.
The black wind was pushing her, punching her. Jessie was walking as
fast as she could. The wind was stealing her breath. Snow melted in
her eyes, blurring her vision. Faster. Walk faster. Holding her
baby sister to her chest. Olivia naked against her skin. Feeling
her tiny warmth. Growing colder. Wrapped in her shirt, worn coat,
old blankets. Icy wind jabbing at Olivia through the holes. The
halo of the car’s lights. Snow crunching under its tires as it
crept beside her. Warmth spilling from it when the window dropped.
“Where you going, there?” asked the Montana Highway Patrol officer.
Jessie’s face was numb. “My sister’s sick.” The car squeaked to a
halt. The door opened. “You got a baby under there! Let me see.
Jesus! Get in. I'll take you to the hospital in Cut Bank!” He was a
young cop. Concern on his face. The rhythm of the wipers. He said
things into his radio. The smell of his cologne. Her skin thawing,
tingling and itching. Olivia is blue. Her eyes are wide open. She
does not move. She does not breathe. The black wind is blowing and
the siren was screaming and screaming.

The armored car passed The Mirage. Jessie
liked the way it caught the sun. She shrugged Gask off. People like
Gask didn’t intimidate her. She feared no one. For the knowledge
she possessed could not be measured by the twenty six years of her
life, a life steeped in pain, a life broiling with cosmic forces
and ancient truths. Her heart had travelled to regions few could
conjure in dreams. It was reflected in her photo ID card clipped to
her chest. Her pretty face was a mystery. A glint of arrogance in
her eyes that squinted slightly to offer a smile. Or was it a
sneer, one that revealed to people like Gask a hard fact they
couldn’t bear: They were insignificant. Jessie's face was a
manifestation of righteous contempt for every injustice that had
befallen her. It held a vengeful calm. Because she had purchased
secrets. Paid in full with her tears. Her blood. Her life. She had
come to Las Vegas, a city of risk, not to gamble.

But to collect.

They had come to the next delivery. The
armored car exited Las Vegas Boulevard for the casino’s driveway.
Gask initialed his clipboard. “Ready back there, Re-- Gil?”

“Ready.”

“OK Scout. We got a lot of ATMs here. Going
to be thirty minutes inside then we got four more big loads. You
know the drill. Drop us at the back and pick us up out front. Main
entrance. Think your half-breed brain can manage that?”

She was silent, maneuvering the truck
through the casino’s parking lot.

“You hear what I said, Scout?” Gask looked
at her.

“I know my job.” She stopped the truck
neatly at the casino’s rear entrance, looked at Gask then radioed
their arrival to Forged’s dispatcher. Gask’s jaw twitched. He spat
out his toothpick and leaned toward her.

“Before this day is done, Scout, you and me
are going to have a talk about your goddammed attitude.” Gask’s
breath smelled of coffee and the celebratory retirement whiskey he
mixed with it. “Maybe you fail to realize how close you are to
having your Pocahontas ass kicked back to the reserve where you’ll
be reading numbers off ping bong balls to old squaws with no
teeth.”

Jessie looked at Gask calmly and said
nothing.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/67825
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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