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CAMERON FINN WAS murdered because he let his emotions get the best of him.

He had rented a motel room on the outskirts of a small town about fifteen miles east of Birmingham, Alabama. Inside the room were a TV, a small desk, a chair, and a queen-size bed. Lying in the bed was an attractive brunette. Cameron stood up, buttoning his shirt. The woman, half-dressed, rolled out of the sheets and approached him, raising her arms above her head, biting her lip, and swaying her hips from side to side.

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Leaving so soon?”

“Yeah, I have a busy day tomorrow,” Finn sighed, tucking his shirt in.

“Ah, but it’s still early.”

He removed her arms from around his neck. “I’ll talk to you later.” He gave her a peck on the lips and carefully exited the room.

Outside, dusk was setting in. The air reeked of cigarette smoke, cheap perfume, and traffic exhaust. Finn headed for his car across the parking lot. The muffled sound of footsteps suddenly caught his ear, unexpectedly close by. Finn’s eyes widened and his heart skipped a beat. He swung around and saw an older white man behind him.

“Man! Don’t sneak up on me like that,” Finn exhaled.

“This here’s your car, son?” the man asked.

“Huh? Ye—Yes sir, it is.”

“Wow, I thought the red sports car over there was nice,” the man said, casually pointing to the other side of the lot. “But this car here’s amazing. How’d you get a car like this?”

“Well, I’m a CTO, so I do okay.”

“A CT what?”

“Chief technology officer. Look, I have to get going.” Finn slid into his car and pulled onto the road.

Two hours later, he was in a bar finishing up his second drink. He removed his phone from his pocket. It showed a time of a quarter past eight, a few missed calls, and a voice message. Finn played the message, holding the phone to his ear. A woman’s voice spoke.

“Answer your phone. Are you working? What time are you coming home? I need to know what time I can expect—”

Finn dropped the phone back in his pocket. He paid for his drinks, threw his hand up in the bartender’s direction, and slowly staggered out of the bar. He drove out of the parking lot with a pair of headlights tailing him. They reflected in his rearview mirror as he traveled down the deserted road.

Finn sucked his teeth and squinted. “Are your lights bright enough?” he huffed.

The car accelerated, flying past and cutting him off. Finn’s car skidded to a stop, his body jerking forward in his seat. A dark figure got out of the other car and walked back towards Finn. Finn’s eyes narrowed and he felt rage in his gut. He threw his car in park and quickly hopped out.

“Hey, are you crazy or something?!”

The figure said nothing.

“What’s wrong with you?!”

The shadow continued to approach.

“Hey! Are you deaf?!”

The dark silhouette rushed Finn and, with great force, struck him on the skull with a blunt object.

Finn’s breathing became shallow and his vision soon faded into blackness.

 

ORLANDO BLACK WAS a man who leaned towards logic rather than emotion, but on this particular morning, he was struggling with anger. After waking up in an Atlanta hotel room, he showered and shampooed to remove the remaining hair from his haircut the day before, brushed his teeth, threw on his clothes, and brushed his teeth again, still tasting the chicken and waffles from the night before. After checking out, he noticed two young men, maybe nineteen or twenty years old, resting against his Viper GTS in the parking lot. They were talking, giving no regard to him. Black removed his key and pressed the unlock button. As the car made a clicking noise and the headlights flashed, the kids glanced back briefly, but then continued their conversation.

“Hey, you’re on my car,” Black said.

One of the guys turned to him. “We’ll be done talking in a second.”

Black chuckled to himself and stepped closer. “I don’t think you heard me. This is my car.”

The other young man rolled his eyes while the first one straightened up, faced Black boldly, and lifted the front of his shirt. A steel-grey pistol was tucked in his pants.

“I said, we’ll be done in a sec,” he said, before turning his back again.

Black shook his head and sighed. “You asked for it,” he said, and he dropped his small travel sack on the pavement. It made a thump loud enough for the two guys to hear.

The armed one started to reach for his waistband, but before he could turn around completely, Black had already twisted his wrist and grabbed the gun. He jabbed the young man in the face.

“Ahh, my nose!”

The other jumped back from the car.

Black shoved the one with the broken nose in the direction of the other guy.

“Don’t bleed on my car.” He held the gun in the air and shook it. “I’ll be holding on to this. Now get out of here.”

The two ran out of the parking lot and disappeared into the early morning darkness. Black tucked the gun into the back of his pants, picked up his travel sack, and threw it into the car.

An older black gentleman was walking by, wheeling a garbage bin. He stooped down and picked up some trash near Black’s car.

“Good morning, sir. I see those kids were giving you trouble,” he said.

“Good morning. Just kids being stupid and inconsiderate.”

“There are a lot of stupid and inconsiderate people in this world.”

“I can’t argue with that, sir,” Black replied.

“But maybe violence isn’t the best way to handle them.”

Black shrugged, raising an eyebrow.

“I mean, the parents are probably more to blame for their behavior than they are.”

“Well, I’ll deal with them next.”

The man chuckled. “I just think that violence may not be the best course of action to get an ignorant person to see the error of their ways.”

Black nodded, walking towards the man. He removed the gun he had taken, ejected the magazine, cleared the chamber, and threw it all into the garbage bin. “I’ll keep that in mind, old-timer.”

The old man continued through the parking lot, looking for litter.

Black jumped in his car and fired up the engine. He sat thinking for a few minutes about what the old man had said. He recalled that during his training in Asia, he used to make short-term vows to practice mental discipline.

For the next forty-eight hours I vow not to get angry or hurt anyone unless absolutely necessary.

 

BLACK HAD ATLANTA in his rearview mirror. He was traveling west on I-20, heading into Birmingham, Alabama, but he detoured off the highway to gas up his car in a small town called Brown Hill. Morning had begun to crack and people were out and about—but not many.

As he was pumping his gas, a woman approached him. She was middle-aged, had a lovely tanned complexion, and sported a head full of straight, shiny brunette hair.

She smiled at him.

Black forced a smile back then scanned her.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“This is a really nice ride you have here. What do you do for a living?”

“A little bit of this, a little bit of that.”

The lady giggled. “The mysterious type,” she said, biting her bottom lip. “I like it.”

“Is your husband the mysterious type?”

She turned her head away quickly. “Do you know my husband?”

“Nope.”

She faced Black again. “Well, how did you know I have one?”

“The marking on your ring finger is still fresh. You must have recently taken your wedding ring off… or maybe you just forgot to put it back on.”

Her gaze dropped to her hand. “Don’t judge me! You have no idea the type of man I live with. He—he’s never around. I mean, he’s not a nice guy… like, last night he was out all night.”

Black’s pump handle clicked. He replaced it on the gas pump.

“Not judging, ma’am. Have a good day.”

Black quickly slid behind the steering wheel and coasted out of the gas station. In his rearview mirror, he saw the lady entering a red sports car.

“Married women are definitely not my type,” he muttered.

 

HE PARKED AT a local park which bordered a lake. It had a few picnic tables and a small playground area. There was a clear view across the lake to the opposite shore. He walked along the water, taking it all in. The birds chirping, the warmth of the sun upon his skin, the smell of the air breezing in from over the lake—it all felt good to him. After some time he walked across the park back to his car. Circling it was a white man who was maybe in his mid-fifties.

“May I help you, sir?” Black asked.

The man looked up at Black. His eyebrows dropped and wrinkles crossed his forehead. “Whatcha say there, boy?”

Black peeked over one of his shoulders, then the other, as if he was looking for someone behind him. “Boy?” he repeated.

“What, this here’s your car?”

“Yes, it is.”

“This here’s a nice car… How’d you get it?”

“Ah, the dealership.”

“How much will someone have to pay a month for a ride like this here?”

“No idea.”

“You don’t know… This is your car, ain’t it?”

“Yeah, but I paid outright for it.”

“Really? How’d you do that?”

“With a bank transfer. Good day,” Black said, as he opened his car door.

 

BLACK DROVE DOWN Main Street through the heart of Brown Hill. The town was neat and clean. The general store, library, police station, diner, hardware store, and a few other establishments were all in close proximity of one another. A few people stared as he drove by; the town was giving off an aberrant vibe, but against his better judgment Black decided to stop at the diner for breakfast. He figured it would be just as good as any other restaurant he would pass on the highway.

He sprung from his car and ducked into the diner. It was a decent size. There were a number of booths and tables empty. Black could feel eyes on him as he slid into a booth. After a couple of minutes, a fair-skinned waitress maybe in her late twenties came to take his order. Black placed it.

As he was finishing his meal, a glare of light from the sun reflected off a vehicle through the booth window and struck his eyes. A sheriff’s car was pulling in to park in front of the diner. Two uniformed officers squeezed out and walked towards the front door, browsing Black’s car as they passed. Then they entered.

The first officer was a white man, maybe in his mid-forties. He had dirty blonde hair and wore a gruff expression, and sunglasses. The second officer was a little younger. He was also white, with black hair, but his expression was a bit mellower.

“Whoa! One of y’all must’ve hit the lottery. There’s a nice piece of machinery out there,” the first officer announced to the whole place.

The waitress who served Black was standing behind the bar. “Lutz… why you coming in here with all that fuss?” She smiled at him.

“Oh, so it must be yours then… we paying you too much in tips, I see,” Lutz said. “So whose is it?”

The waitress tilted her head in the direction of Black.

Lutz looked over at Black and studied him for a moment. “Oh, really? He new in town?”

“Don’t know; I just serve food,” she said, before batting her eyes at Lutz and walking into the kitchen.

The officers walked over to Black, who was clearing his plate.

“Mornin’ there, boy,” Lutz said.

What is it with these people calling me “boy”? Do I look like I’m twelve or something? Black thought. “Good morning, officer.”

“I’m Sheriff Lutz, and this right here is Deputy Shepherd.”

Black nodded.

“We were just admiring your car; she’s a real beauty. How did you get it?” Lutz asked.

Black raised his eyebrows.

“I think he meant, where did you buy it?” Shepherd added.

“Oh, I see. From the dealership.” Black stood from the booth and dropped more than enough money for his meal and a tip on the table. “Nice to meet you officers,” he said, as he headed towards the front door.

Lutz followed Black out of the diner, and Shepherd trailed behind.

Black approached his driver’s side door.

“Hey there, I never caught your name, son,” Lutz said.

Son? I have one biological father, and you look nothing like him. “My name is Black,” he said before thinking about it, and then added, “Orlando Black, that is.”

Lutz chuckled as he stepped towards Black. “Well, Mr. Black, you drive a really nice car and have a lot of cash. That’s a bit suspicious. I’m going to need to see some identification.”

Hmm, you mean I’m a black man who drives a nice car and has a lot of cash. That’s what makes it suspicious to you. I’ll play along.

Black gave Lutz his driver's license.

“This is a North Carolina driver's license… whatcha doing over here?” Lutz asked.

“Just passing through.”

Lutz looked around then peeked over his shoulder at Shepherd. “I’m going to need you to put your hands behind your back, Mr. Black.”

Black stood still for a moment and looked hard at Lutz. He could feel some rage bubbling in his gut. Remembering his vow, he sighed and turned around with his hands behind his back. “Okay, can you tell me why this is happening?”

“Because I said so.”

Shepherd walked over and threw cuffs on Black.

Black pivoted to face Lutz. “If you’re doing something shady, this won’t end well for you. I wouldn’t recommend doing this. You don’t want to go black,” he said calmly.

“Is that a threat? You’re going to assault an officer of the law? I know that’s how you people respond to everything,” Lutz said sharply.

“No, I try to always follow through on what I say. It’s something I live by. So telling you what I’m going to do gives me motivation when the time comes to do it. You’ve been warned. And I can handle you without laying a finger on you.”

Black’s gaze fixed on Lutz’s face.

Lutz said nothing.

“Pretty confident for a guy in cuffs,” Shepherd said.

“Walk him to the station and have Belle detain him. I’ll drive down in a bit,” Lutz told Shepherd.

Shepherd escorted Black up the street to the station. Shepherd held the door open for him. Inside were three empty cells. To the left were a couple of desks and a restroom. To the right were a small hall and more desks closer to the front door. Seated at one was a deputy. She had a nice fit petite figure and shoulder-length brown hair, and enchanting brown eyes to match.

“Hey, Belle,” Shepherd called. “The boss wants you to detain this guy.”

“Hey. What did he do?” Belle asked, as she stood.

“Well… I, ahh…” Shepherd sighed.

Black looked over his shoulder at Shepherd, then at Belle, and shook his head.

“The boss will fill you in,” Shepherd finally said.

Belle shrugged. “Okay. Come with me, Mr…?”

“Black. My name is Orlando Black.”

Belle led Black to the cells. She unlocked one of the doors, then removed Black’s handcuffs and guided him into the cell. “Stay put.”

Shepherd seated himself at one of the desks near the restroom, smiling at his phone as he texted.

Black released a sarcastic sigh.

A moment later, Lutz rushed through the front door, panting, with the whites of his eyes exposed.

Shepherd stood up in surprise.

“Shepherd!” Lutz said. “I need you to come with me.”

Shepherd’s eyes widened. The two began to race out the door.

“Wait! Wait!” Belle hollered at them. “What about him?”

“Oh yeah, here’s his driver’s license.” Lutz handed the license to Belle.

“Okay, so what do you want me to do with him? What are the charges?”

“Just hold him until we get back,” Lutz said.

Shepherd walked outside.

“I can’t do that. That’s not procedure,” Belle said.

“Look, young lady, I know you’re new around here, but this is how we do things. If you don’t like it, maybe you should find a new job,” Lutz said, before he dashed out the door.

Belle looked in the direction of Black, standing in the cell. He shrugged at her.

Belle raised her arms, then allowed them to fall against her thighs. “So what are you in here for, Mr. Black?” she said, approaching him.

Black stared into her eyes. “I have no idea.”

“There has to be a reason.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I know what it is.”

Belle stood quietly for a moment.

“Oh, could I have my driver’s license back?”

Belle squinted. “What? No.”

Black reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet.

“What are you doing with that? Give it here,” Belle said.

Black extended his wallet to Belle. “Oh, you might want this too.” He handed her his keys.

“My goodness, were you searched at all?”

“Lady, I wasn’t even read my rights.”

Belle tilted her head and squinted her eyes.

“Oh, before I forget…” Black said.

He sat on the bed and removed the knife holsters from around his ankles. There was one on each leg, each holding two knives. He gave the holsters to Belle. She carried all his belongings over to her desk.

“I know you feel something is off,” Black said. “Anyone with a moral compass would. If I was you, I’d call and ask the state police what’s proper procedure.”

“You just sit tight and let me do my job.”

Belle went to pick up her desk phone, but the sound of a vehicle in front of the station interrupted her. Seconds later, a woman stepped into the station. It was someone Black had seen before—the lady at the gas station.

He spun around so his back was toward the front door.

“Hi Sara, how can I help you?” Belle asked.

“Hi, is he here?” Sara asked.

“No, he just left with Deputy Shepherd.”

“Do you know where they went? He’s not answering his phone.”

“Sorry, I don’t, they left in a hurry.”

“That’s just like the men in this town, to never tell us girls what they’re doing.”

There was a bout of silence and although Black wasn’t looking at Sara, he could feel her gaze on his back.

Sara sighed and said as she left, “Well, I’ll just come back later.”

Belle went to pick the phone up.

Black twisted his body around to face her. “So who was that?”

Belle had her desk phone to her ear. She shifted her gaze briefly from the dial pad up to Black. “Just Sheriff Lutz’s wife. Don’t worry about it.”

“You don’t say,” Black whispered.

Belle spent ten minutes talking on the phone before she stood up. “I have to let you go, Mr. Black.”

Black smiled, “State police, right?”

Belle nodded and opened the cell.

She gave him back his possessions. “I guess this is it, Mr. Black.”

Black shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that. My experience has taught me that it’s not over until someone is in jail or dead. I haven’t heard of any deaths yet, and there’s no longer anyone in jail.”

Belle stared at Black. The phone rang and Belle scooted behind her desk to answer it. “Have a good day, Mr. Black,” she said, as she picked up the phone.

Black walked back to the diner. He leaned up against his car, waiting.

 

TWO MINUTES LATER, Belle came rushing out of the station towards him. “I need you to turn around and put your hands behind your back,” she said, when she stood in front of him.

“I’ve already done that today. I’m not doing it again.”

Belle placed her hand on her firearm. “Mr. Black, do as I asked.”

“Not without a reason.”

“There was a murder and you’re a suspect.”

“Let me guess, that was Lutz who called. The same guy who put me in cuffs for no reason. Where was the murder? What time?”

“It was about two miles outside of town. The state police have been looking into it all morning. They think the murder may have taken place between eight and ten last night.”

“Okay, I was in Atlanta at the time. I have a receipt to prove it. I’m going to pull out my wallet.”

Black lifted his wallet from his pocket. He unfolded it and removed a receipt, which he handed to Belle. The receipt was from JoLo’s Chicken and Waffles and showed the previous day’s date and a time of 8:17 p.m.

“See, how could I be in two places at one time? Who was the victim?”

“The victim is Cameron Finn.”

“Never heard of him; what would be my motive?”

Belle said nothing.

“You know something is fishy.”

“What should I do?” Belle sighed.

“Did Finn have any family?”

“Yes, his wife.”

“Well, you have to let her know, right? Can I tag along with you? That way you don’t have to worry about locking up an innocent man, and you can keep an eye on me, since I’m a suspect and all.”

“I—I guess, but you’ll have to drive. We only have one working car, and Lutz and Shepherd took it.”

“Deal.”

Belle jogged back to the station to lock up while Black swung his car over to pick her up. She dropped into the passenger seat and they shot down the road as she navigated.

“This is a really nice car,” Belle smiled.

“Thanks. Oh yeah, I have a question. Was Lutz’s wife wearing her ring when she came in?”

“Yes, she was.”

“Well, earlier today when I was getting gas she approached me and started to hit on me.”

“Yeah, right,” Bell laughed.

“I’m serious, and she wasn’t wearing her ring.”

“Okay, what type of car does she drive?” Belle asked, challenging him.

“Some type of red sports car.”

Belle was silent for a moment. “Well, there are stories about her,” she admitted.

“See. Now you know my story checks out,” Black smiled.

 

THEY PARKED IN the semi-circle driveway of the Finn residence. It was an expensive, single-story brick home, and the yard was well-kept.

“This is a nice house. Contemporary. It looks new,” Black said.

“Yeah, Finn had a decent job. I believe he was in IT.”

They left the car and walked up to the front door. Belle knocked, and Black hung back about two paces behind her. After about four knocks a lady opened the door. She was maybe in her early thirties, wearing a warm and inviting smile, her skin tone a beautiful brown and her hair straight. Black was surprised—she was the first black person he had seen in Brown Hill.

“Hi, Deputy Belle, how can I help you?”

“Hi, Victoria, can we come in?”

Victoria looked at Black, perplexed. “Yeah, sure… come in.”

“This is Mr. Black. He’s like, my Uber for today,” Belle said.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Black.”

“Likewise.”

“Can we sit down?” Belle asked.

“Sure.”

Victoria led them into the living room. They sat on a couch together, and Victoria sat opposite.

“Look Victoria… ah… I don’t know how to say this…” Belle began.

“It’s Cameron, isn’t it?”

Belle gently nodded. “He was found dead in his car this morning. The car was parked in a field about three miles west of the Cyprus Tavern.”

Victoria shook her head, her eyes lowered. “I knew something was wrong when he didn’t come home last night. Fooling around with her is probably what got him killed,” she whispered.

“Fooling around with who?” Belle asked.

“Some white floozy, I’m sure of it. White women always mess things up.”

“So, he was having an affair? How do you know the lady was white?” Belle asked.

“Yes, he has been for some time. He would be out late, coming back smelling like perfume, lipstick on his shirt.”

“How do you know she’s white?” Belle asked again.

“Do you see much of anything else in this lousy town? I swear those pale witches get away with everything.”

Belle said nothing, and Black remained quiet.

Victoria sniffled and brushed her cheeks with the tips of her fingers, wiping her tears. “I’m sorry, I’m just so mad at him for bringing us here, and now he’s gone and I’m here alone.”

“It’s okay, but I have to ask, do you know who your husband was having the affair with?” Belle said.

“If I had to guess, Sara Lutz.”

That’d be my guess too, Black thought.

“Okay, well, we may need for you to come into town later to identify the body,” Belle said. “And I’m very sorry. Is there someone we can call for you?”

“No, I’ll let our families know.”

Black and Belle returned to the car.

“Hmm, what do you think, Black?” Belle asked.

“I think we should go pay Sara Lutz a visit.”

 

THE DRIVE TO the Lutz residence took less than ten minutes. Black parked the car outside of the short chain link fence, near the street. The house was a decent size and had the gleam of a new coat of paint, while the yard was roomy—a very nice plot of land, but not as nice as the Finn residence. Black followed Belle up the driveway. Sara’s red sports car was parked, and she was closing the house front door as they approached.

“Hey, Sara,” Belle said.

“Hi,” Sara said. She narrowed her eyes at Black. “Hi.”

“Hello again,” Black said.

Belle shook her head and huffed a chuckle. “Sara, I need to ask you a few questions.”

Sara slowly moved her attention from Black to Belle. “Oh… okay.”

“You know Cameron Finn, right?” Belle asked.

Sara nervously rubbed the side of her neck. “Yes, why do you ask?”

“He was found dead this morning.”

“What! Why? What happened?”

“They’re saying he was murdered.”

Confusion wrinkled Sara’s face.

“I need you to answer this question for me, Sara,” Belle continued. “Were you and Cameron seeing each other?”

“Huh? What?”

“Were you two sleeping together?” Black asked.

Sara paused a beat before answering. “Yes.”

“Does your husband know about it?” Belle asked.

“I—I’m not sure.”

“Earlier you told me your husband was out all last night. Is that true?” Black asked.

“Yes, I didn’t see him last night, or this morning either. That’s why I went down to the station to check on him. You have to understand, both Cameron and I were emotionally wounded. We were just looking to console each other—”

Belle shrugged her hand towards Sara to stop her. “Stay in town today… I may have some follow-up questions.”

Sara nodded feebly.

“So what do you think now?” Belle asked, when they were back in the car.

“I think there’s a clear suspect with a clear motive,” Black answered. “I’m not great at this relationship stuff, so I’m still not certain how exactly it all came about, but I think we both know who’s behind the murder of Cameron Finn.”

“Agreed.”

Belle’s phone rang. “Speak of the devil,” she said, after she glanced at it.

Belle poked the phone and held it to her ear. “Deputy Belle,” she answered, then paused for Lutz to speak. “… I’m out questioning some potential suspects. Oh, I had to let him go. Couldn’t find anything to charge him with, remember? You told the state police that? Because they told me to let him go… I know you told me to bring him back, but he had proof he wasn’t even in town around the time they’re saying Cameron was murdered. I think we should be looking at our own people for this one.”

Belle listened into the phone for a beat. She glanced over at Black, then shook her head. “… No, no, no, calm down, I mean someone who is a resident of Brown Hill is likely the murderer… No need, I’ve already let her know… Yeah, she said she would call their families… Okay… Okay, I see. Catch you later.”

Belle ended the call and turned to Black. “So the state police are handling the investigation, and Lutz has told them he thought you were the one behind the murder. When I told him you had proof that you weren’t in town, and we should look into our own people, he got quiet then started to panic. Then he said he and Shepherd were going to go see Victoria, but I told him I had already told her. So now he wants me to go back to the station and wait,” she said. “I guess you can drop me back off there. The state police are supposed to be there.”

“Are Lutz and Shepherd together a lot while on duty?” Black asked.

“Sometimes. What? You think Shepherd may have something to do with it?”

“Yeah, one way or another,” Black said. “We’re not going to the station.”

“We’re not? Where are we going then?”

“Back to the Finns’ house.”

 

LESS THAN TEN minutes later, Black veered into the driveway of the Finn residence. The sheriff’s car was parked in the driveway. Black leaped from the car and sprinted to the front door. It was locked.

Belle followed behind him, confused. “What’s wrong?”

“The door is locked.”

Clattering voices echoed from inside the house.

“Give me a minute.” Black raced back to the trunk of his car, popped it open, and removed his lock pick kit. He returned to the front door and fiddled with the lock, and a few seconds later he and Belle quietly eased inside.

Loud voices filled the house, echoing from the living room area. Black crept in that direction, and Belle was behind him with her gun drawn. The two squatted down in hiding, peeking around the corner of the room and listening in on the conversation.

“I know it was you. You killed him!” Victoria’s voice resonated through the hall.

“Wait just a minute… what are you trying to say?” Lutz replied.

“He was having an affair with your wife, so it had to be you!”

“What?” Shepherd said in disbelief. “Did you kill Cameron?”

“Look, this woman is flipping out because her husband cheated on her with someone and now he’s dead,” Lutz said.

“You liar!” Victoria screamed.

“Well, let’s go talk with Sara and ask her if what Victoria is saying is true,” Shepherd said.

“We’re not doing that,” Lutz said, drawing his gun.

Shepherd immediately drew his own weapon. Belle was about to race into the living room, but Black waved her back. He knew if she rushed in, there would be three guns out, and the chances of someone getting shot would increase substantially.

“This is what’s going to happen,” Lutz said. “This lady here knew her husband was cheating on her, so she killed him. We suspected it was her, so we came to arrest her, but she attacked us. Shots were fired and she didn’t make it.”

“No! That’s not happening,” Shepherd shouted.

Victoria whimpered.

“Okay, let’s modify the scenario,” Lutz said. “We came to arrest her, but you pulled your gun on me, shots were fired and the two of you didn’t make it. I discover you killed Cameron because you were secretly in love with his wife.”

“No!” Shepherd howled, before pulling his trigger and shooting a round into Lutz’s shoulder.

Lutz fell to the floor.

Shepherd ran to embrace Victoria.

Belle ran into the living room with her gun aimed at Shepherd.

Black slipped into the living room towards Lutz, who was rocking in pain on the floor. He kicked Lutz’s gun away and planted his boot on top of Lutz’s chest.

Shepherd and Victoria held each other and kissed.

“Belle, I’m happy you’re here,” Lutz coughed. “Arrest those two; they plotted the murder of Cameron Finn.”

“Save your breath,” Black said. “Your wife already admitted to having an affair with Cameron, and we know you killed him.”

“Deputy Shepherd,” Belle called. “I’m going to need you to drop your firearm, and put your hands behind your back.”

“I didn’t kill him… Lutz did.”

“I understand, but you know I need to follow procedure and get control of the situation. So I’m asking again. Drop your firearm and put your hands behind your back.”

Shepherd did as Belle instructed and she cuffed his hands behind his back.

Black released a bit of the pressure his boot was putting on Lutz’s chest.

“What happened to not laying a finger on me?” Lutz said.

Black showed him his palms, fingers spread wide. “My fingers are up here,” he smiled.

 

IT WASN’T LONG before the Finn residence was swarming with the state police and EMS. Black managed to get his car out of the way before the herd moved in. He parked near the main road and waited almost an hour reclining in the driver seat before Belle hopped in.

“Take me back to the station, Mr. Uber,” she said.

Black smiled and threw the car in gear. The short drive back to the station was quiet. Belle sat silently while Black cruised and took in the sights. He enjoyed the scenery which he had been too occupied to notice earlier. The sprawling open fields covered with blooming flowers, the large oak trees, the dirt roads, and the power line poles. This town was serene, neat, and clean. The sun shone bright in the sky with only a few clouds keeping it company. The day was pleasant. Black parked in front of the sheriff station. He killed the engine and got out of the car. Belle did the same.

Black rested his arms on the roof and looked over to Belle. “So I guess you’re the interim sheriff now.”

Belle nodded. “Yeah, with Lutz and Shepherd under investigation, I guess so. I just don’t understand, Black. Why would they do this? How… how did this even start?”

Black sighed. “If you’re asking me why people do what they do when they think they’re in love, you’re asking the wrong guy.”

“No, I mean… I can’t believe Victoria. Talking about how white women mess things up and white women get away with everything, and meanwhile she’s cheating on her husband. It doesn’t matter what color your skin is, wrong is wrong.”

“I agree, it’s not a person’s skin color, but their character. There’s some bitterness on Victoria’s part, but I think she meant some people do things and get away with it because of their appearance of innocence. Their behavior impacts so many others, but they get off completely scot-free.”

“Yeah, but Sara is a white woman and she didn’t get away with anything.”

Black said nothing.

“This town is so small I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone already knows about her infidelity.”

“I’m not sure that Victoria meant Sara. I’m not even sure she knew who she meant,” Black said.

“If not Sara, then who?”

Black looked over his shoulder towards the diner. “I just realized we worked straight through lunch. Let me buy.”

Belle laughed. “Okay.”

They crossed the street. Inside was nearly empty; most customers had already cleared out from the lunchtime rush. Black and Belle sat in a booth.

Black lifted a menu from the table. “So what’s good here for lunch?”

“Just about everything,” Belle said. “Now, are you going to help me make sense of this whole thing?”

Black placed the menu back down. “Okay, but you already know some of this. I’ll just give you my opinion on how it all ties together. The Finns moved here to a place that really puts them out of their element. Cameron Finn is a successful, career-oriented man. He works hard and stays busy, so busy that he doesn’t recognize how unhappy his wife is here. Victoria looks for happiness outside of her home, and she finds it in Deputy Shepherd. The two hit it off. Cameron finds out about it and maybe does what he can to fix his marriage, or maybe he just gets mad and gives up on it. I don’t know. But eventually, it leads him to find consolation in Sara.”

“But why, why would Sara open up to a married man?”

“Why would Shepherd open up to a married woman? I told you I can’t speak to why people do what they do when they think they’re in love or whatever. That love stuff is invisible. I can only go off the facts I’m presented with. Now, Sara and Sheriff Lutz are on the other side of the coin.

“Sara was probably just as unhappy as Victoria in her own marriage. I believe Lutz was cheating on her, so she was looking for compassion outside of her marriage as well. Two wounded puppies, she and Cameron were.”

“Wait, so what makes you sure Lutz was cheating? And if he was, why would he kill his wife’s lover when he’s a cheat himself?”

“You know—”

“I know. You can’t speak to why people who think they’re in love do what they do.”

“True, but I was about to say, you know Lutz is not a nice guy. Those words came from the mouth of his wife. And you know Lutz is a bigot—I’m sure you’ve questioned some of his other arrests. That’s one of the reasons I believe you were so willing to let me go, because you’ve probably had to do it a few times before. Lutz had an issue with me having a nice car and money. Cameron had a beautiful wife, nice house, good career, and he had Lutz’s wife too. Oh no, Lutz wasn’t standing for that in his town, so he killed Cameron.”

“If what you’re saying is true, Lutz brought this on himself.”

Black shrugged.

“But who did he have an affair with?” Belle asked.

Black stared Belle straight in the eyes and grinned.

“What? No, Black, there’s no way I’d ever think of doing anything with him. You just made me lose my appetite.”

Black chuckled, “Just kidding.”

“Well, who?”

The waitress came over to their booth. “Hi, what can I start you guys off with to drink?”

“Hi, I’ll have an orange juice,” Belle said.

“Just water for me,” Black said.

“Okay, I’ll get those in for you,” the waitress said. “Hey, Belle… ah… I heard Sheriff Lutz is in the hospital, do you know if he’s okay?” There was a tremor in her voice.

“I can’t say too much about it, but he only suffered minor injuries,” Belle said.

“Oh, I see. His wife must be worried. Do you know if she’s there with him?”

“I don’t know. I assume so.”

The waitress dropped her head. “Okay, I’ll be back with your drinks and to take your orders,” she said quietly, before walking over to the bar.

Black stared at Belle.

“What?” Belle said.

Black tilted his head in the direction of the waitress. “Does that answer your question?”

Belle’s eyes brightened. “You’re saying her and Lutz?” she whispered.

Black shrugged. “Appearing innocent and going completely unnoticed.”

Belle shook her head.

The two ate lunch and talked for a little while before leaving the diner and walking over to Black’s car. Black leaned against the car.

“This has been a weird day, right?” Belle said.

“Unusual, but that’s just another day to me.”

“So you see a lot of these types of days?”

“More than I care to.”

Black pushed off from his car and circled around to the driver’s side.

“Black,” Belle called. “Why did you stick around? Why didn’t you leave when I let you go?”

“I wanted to keep my word. I told Lutz if he was doing something shady I’d take him down. I warned him not to go there. I warned him not to go Black.”

Belle laughed. “Interesting play on words.”

“But also, I know you’re a good person, and I wanted to make sure this all turned out okay for you.”

Belle stepped close to Black. “You’re an interesting fella, Black. I’d hug you, but there’s been too much of that going on in this town already.” She extended her hand. “Ah, what the heck.” She fell around Black’s neck and gave him a quick hug. “If you’re ever in the area, don’t be a stranger.”

Black nodded.

Black cruised down the road. In his rearview mirror he saw Belle give one final wave as she eased through the front door of the sheriff’s station. He continued driving until he intersected with I-20, then he jumped on it and headed west with the radio on. He was half-listening to the weatherman drawl about how nice the day was in Alabama, and what the weather would look like later that week. It didn’t matter to him, because he knew he wouldn’t be around to see it.
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“Looks like there are only three of them,” Davis whispered.

“That’s what we planned for,” Rose said quietly. “We can’t see the east side of the house, plus it’s dark. I hope there isn’t another guard on the far side.”

As Rose and Davis were speaking, I carefully observed the patterns of the three guards. I noticed their walking route and tried to time it the best I could in my mind. I noticed certain behaviors they displayed, like where they would stop in their route before turning around, in which directions they would look, when they would take their hands off their guns and stretch… The basic things a human would do by habit without realizing it. I was waiting for an opportunity. It was a little under two hours from the time Uchida was expecting to see me, so we still had the element of time and surprise to our advantage, but I preferred to move quickly.

I continued to watch, and then it happened—an opportunity opened. I raced from behind the bushes up to the house. I was silent but quick. I mean, lightning quick. It felt like I’d taken only two steps before I was on the guard who was pacing towards the back of the house. He was in front of the black vehicle, which turned out to be a van. I didn’t give the van too much attention because I had only one objective in mind at that moment. It all happened so fast. My training and muscle memory took over: I hit the guard with the same move I’d used on Ireland at the Epic Center, simultaneously smashing my elbow and thrusting the valley of my hand against his neck. As he fell back I caught him, removed the submachine gun strapped over his shoulder, and then allowed him to flatten backwards to the ground. I seized the submachine gun, which was a MP5K with a shoulder stock, and laid it behind a shrub near the wall of the house. Then I dashed along the wall to the front of the house. The second guard was at the corner, just as I had planned. I had timed it flawlessly.

I saw the front of his gun before I saw him. I grabbed the hand he was holding the gun with and immediately twisted it so he couldn’t pull the trigger. I clutched the back of his neck with my other hand and swung him around in front of me, slamming him head first into the side wall. The collision put him sound to sleep.

I removed the MP5K from his collapsed body, threw the strap over my shoulder, and then pointed the barrel towards the back of the house. My gaze was in perfect alignment with the rear and front sights of the gun. I then hurried towards the rear of the house. Everything had happened in a matter of seconds; I confirmed this by briefly glancing back in the direction of Rose and Davis, who had just stepped from behind the bushes where we had been hiding. I kept my aim with the gun as I slipped between the van and the wall of the house towards the back. The night made my vision a bit dull. I was able to see the helipad to my left and the back wall of the house was to my right. There was some light coming from the house, but none coming from the outside rooms. Before I knew it, I was already at the rear east corner of the house. I took cover behind the wall and peeked around the corner.

I saw the third perimeter guard making his way towards me but stopping just before he got to the back of the house. By the shuffle of his feet I knew he was turning around, which was my opportunity. I removed the strap of the gun from over my shoulder and cradled the gun in both hands as I cut around the corner. I shoved the shoulder stock of the gun into the back of the guard’s skull, and his body dropped directly over his feet as he fell into a nap. I strapped the gun back over my shoulder, took his gun and hid it behind some shrubs near the house, then carried him on my back to the west side of the house.

As I made my way around the van I heard the rustling of a gun being aimed at me.

“Geez… Black, I could’ve shot you,” Rose whispered. “What was that?”

I continued past the van and laid the third guard next to the first one whom I had knocked out. “He was the last one on the perimeter,” I replied.

Davis was zip-tying the hands and feet of the guard whose head I rammed into the wall. He looked over at me. “That wasn’t part of the plan, Black,” he whispered.

Rose walked around me, to the side of me where Davis was. “No kidding. Next time you do something like that, fill us in first. We’re following your plan, remember,” she whispered.

“Sometimes I have to improvise,” I said. “Do you have any more zip ties?”

We tied the hands and feet of the guards and, since the three of them were all wearing neck ties, we used those to gag them. None of the guards were carrying any other weapons, identification, keys… nada.

“Now what?” Davis asked.

I looked back towards the van. “We can put them in the back of this van,” I suggested.

Since the perimeter guards were taken out, I had a chance to really pause and look at the van up close. I was sure it was the same van that Evans had been driving.

“Okay, I guess we better move them then,” Davis said.

Just as Davis finished speaking, a noise clanked from the van. The noise was almost quiet enough to be nothing, but loud enough to get our attention. There was no one in the front driver or passenger seat, so we knew the noise had to come from the back. I aimed the MP5K at the van, and Rose and Davis followed suit with their FBI-issued rifles. Together we eased around to the back of the van. It had dual cabin doors, with each swinging outward on either side. I signaled for Rose and Davis to open the doors. Rose was to my left and Davis my right. They both clutched the door handle of each of their respective doors. I held up three fingers, then two, then only one, and then grasped the front stock of the MP5K. Rose and Davis tugged against the doors and they flapped open. Inside the van was…
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