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CHAPTER 1

(0 Day in the %
@‘fw@g%

herift Dwayne Watson woke up with the sunrise in

Kalispell, as he does every morning. He took the time

to have breakfast with his wife, Helen, at their ranch
on the outskirts of town. An idyll, Dwayne thought. If only
everything in “his” county and about his job were so idyllic.
But then he would hardly be needed as sheriff. He climbed
into his patrol car and began his morning rounds through
Flathead County, one of 56 counties in Montana, the
fourth-largest state in the U.S. by area. As he drove through
Kalispell, Dwayne kept an eye out for “suspicious activity,”
as police jargon put it.

In downtown Kalispell, Watson parked his car in front
of the Flathead County Justice Center, a massive gray
concrete judicial building in the middle of the small down-
town. He decided to take a walk around. It was a sunny
February day. The air smelled of firewood. There was a soft
rustle on the side of the road as a cool breeze brushed
through the still-bare tree branches. Dwayne's breath formed
little clouds in front of his face. He put his hands in his coat
pockets and walked leisurely down the street.
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As he turned the corner, Chuck came toward him, deliv-
ering newspapers. “Morning, Sheriff!” he called cheerfully,
waving at him. Dwayne smiled. “Good morning, Chuck.
Nice day today, isn't it? The air is pure like the mountains.”
Chuck nodded. “Enjoy your tour, sir.”

Dwayne continued his way down Main Street. The small
houses and stores still lay there dark in the rising sun, but
here and there a light was already coming on. He smelled the
aroma of fresh pastries coming from the bakery. Inside, Meg
was already busily preparing croissants and donuts for the
morning sale. Next, Dwayne passed the little bookstore. Old
Ms. Potts was dusting the shelves and adjusting the books.
“Good morning, Mrs. Potts!” he called through the window,
waving. “Morning, Sherif!!” she replied pleasantly. Dwayne
thought of Candice, the daughter of a good friend, who
dreamed of owning her own bookstore while working as a
technician in an industrial plant uptown. Maybe he should
tip her off some time to talk to Mrs. Potts about the future
of her bookstore, he thought.

Dwayne Watson turned onto Main Street, where more
people were now walking. Kalispell was coming to life. The
streets became busier, with children running to school and
adults going about their business. Everyone gave a friendly
greeting to Dwayne, who seemed to add to their morning
with his presence. At Carlson's general store, Dwayne ran
into Ida and her young son. “Good morning, Ida, hey little
man!” said Dwayne. The boy shyly hid behind his mother.
“Say good morning to the sheriff,” Ida whispered. “Good
morning,” he mumbled. Dwayne winked at him.

After touring the market, he made his way back through
the bustling town. People seemed energetic and enthusiastic.
He felt the vibrant pulse of this small yet thriving commu-
nity. Kalispell was his home, and he was proud to be its

sheriff.
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The small town is located in the northwest corner of the
U.S. state of Montana. With a population of about 22,000,
Kalispell is the largest city in the region, but it maintains the
charm of a small town. It is not far from Flathead Lake, the
largest freshwater lake in the western United States. To the
north, Kalispell is only a few miles from the Whitefish ski
resort and its winter sports area. The mountains and forests
surrounding Kalispell attract numerous tourists, especially
during the summer and winter seasons.

“Winters can be quite harsh, with heavy snowfall in the
mountains and severe frost,” Dwayne Watson reflected. “I
recall many icy mornings on patrol, pulling my coat collar up
as high as possible.” Then he thought about the months to
come: once the snow melts, spring might burst forth with
lush green meadows and vibrant wildflowers. It's a remark-
able sight when everything comes alive. “Summer here is
typically warm and sunny,” Watson murmured, “with
temperatures around 25 degrees Celsius. It's perfect weather
for various outdoor activities.”

He thought of how his life had begun here as sherift. He
had always been a big, strong man. Dwayne was born and
raised on the Watson cattle ranch near Kalispell. From an
early age, he mucked out stalls, herded cattle over dusty
trails, and practiced tenacity - which gave him confidence.
Many other boys his age looked for excuses to avoid farm
work - not so Dwayne.

As a teenager, he became adventurous: Dwayne showed
a knack for taming difficult bulls, which were plentiful on
the cattle ranch. After that, he liked to get on spirited horses.
Sometimes he saw himself as a famous rodeo rider. But
Dwayne also felt the thrill of adventure beyond the ranch
fences. After high school, he knew he wanted more - "pro-
tecting people, not just cattle." So Dwayne decided to attend
the police academy in Helena.
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His father tried to dissuade him, saying that being a
police officer was not a profession for a rancher. That had
been in the early 1980s, and police work didn't always have
the best reputation. But Dwayne's mother saw such a
twinkle in his eye when he talked about it - and she encour-
aged him to follow his calling, if police work was to be it.

"Police school? Boy, have you lost your mind?" was his
father's reaction.

Dwayne straightened his shoulders. "That's what I want
to do, Dad. I don't want to just work in the cattle business
forever."

His mother spoke up gently. "Well, Elmer, the boy has
always been very intelligent. I'm sure he'd make a good
officer."

But his father wouldn't let that happen. "Yes, he's willing
to take risks. But ranch work is in your blood, son. Cops get
shot at every day. I need you here!"

Dwayne took a deep breath. "I know my duty on the
ranch. But I think I want something different.”

His ma touched him on the arm. "Let the boy find his
way, Elmer. That's what you did when you were his age, if I
remember right."”

His father grumbled but remained silent. Dwayne
continued. "Just let me try out the academy to see if it's
something for me. If not, I'll come right back to our ranch, I
promise.” Days later, Dwayne set out with only a duffel bag.
His job choice wasn't that daring; he tried to reassure
himself. Montana's population was beginning to grow year
by year, and among the "safe” jobs was working as a "law
enforcement officer.” But when he arrived at the "Montana
Law Enforcement Academy,” the police academy north of
the capital city of Helena, the modern, tall brick buildings
looked a little intimidating. But as he walked through the
gates, something inside felt right.
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He passed the medical examination, the physical ability test,
and the intellectual ability test on the first try. But at the
training orientation, he encountered an officer who eyed the
new recruits suspiciously. "You all think you're great guys.
But I'm going to make you cry for your mothers!"

The rigorous training was now pushing Dwayne to his
limits after all. Had he ended up in the US Army, he
wondered? Would he have been better off starting there? At
night, he doubted his decision. But he persevered until one
day a training session changed everything...

The "riot simulation” was the biggest test yet. The police
trainees had to control an unruly crowd. As if that wasn't
difficult enough, it was compounded by the instructors
throwing obstacles at them. Dwayne jumped into the chaos
and ordered his fellow students to form a line. Then one
man erupted, shouting obscenities. Two cadets wrestled
with him, which only increased his rage.

Dwayne intervened. He tried to calm the man down.
"Hey buddy, take it easy. Let's talk about this!" The man
froze, his chest heaving. Dwayne met him with a steady gaze.
"What's the problem now? Maybe I can help."

The man deflated a little. "They - they have to let us go,
man. We didn't do anything!”

Dwayne nodded, keeping his tone even. "I understand
what you're saying. But we all have to play by the rules,
right? Tell you what - you come along peacefully, and I'll put
in a good word for you.”

The rioter took one look at Dwayne's outstretched hand
and took it. And just like that, the tension was released. The
instructors were surprised, but Dwayne merely handcufted
the man and led him away with a wink.

After that, the instructor pulled him aside. "Boy, that
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was good police work. Rarely seen that in our exercise, espe-
cially when Jack skillfully flips out,” he said of the exercise
participant Dwayne had calmed down. "Ever thought about
going beyond the uniform?” Dwayne grinned. "I think I'm
still learning, sir." From that point on, he was groomed for
leadership roles and mentored other trainees. At the acad-
emy, however, Dwayne's physical size and strong nerves also
came in handy. During dangerous exercises, he consistently
kept his cool while others panicked. He also demonstrated a
knack for de-escalating tensions through calm communica-
tion. Graduation came as no surprise. Dwayne was at the top
of his class in marksmanship, arrest techniques, and criminal
psychology. When he received his badge, he was proud. He
was finally ready to put his hard-earned skills to work back
home in Flathead County. Little did he know that his true
calling was just beginning. When he had come back to
Kalispell as a young deputy, he had shown diligence and
dedication. The citizens of the city and county liked his fair,
level-headed approach to everyone he met in the line of duty.
Slowly, he had worked his way up the hierarchy until he was
finally appointed sheriff.

That was more than 20 years ago. By now, Dwayne knew
that someday he was nearing retirement age, but he still liked
to wear his bulletproof vest and wide-brimmed sheriff’s hat.
Giving up this job would be difficult, he knew - he felt
responsible for the safety of the community he had grown
up in. In all his years as sheriff, Dwayne had seen a lot: He
had put petty criminals and violent offenders behind bars.
But he had also helped families in need and settled disputes.
People here trusted him because they knew he always acted
to the best of his ability. That's why Dwayne was elected
sherift time and time again by the people. He enjoyed
continuing to do his part to keep things as peaceful and law-
abiding as possible here in Flathead. Now Dwayne looked
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back with pride and satisfaction at all the years of service to
this community.

*

Around 10 a.m., Dwayne's radio crackled. "Sheriff, we have a
report of a domestic dispute at the corner of 5th and Oak.
Neighbors say they're having a really loud argument.”

"I'll drive there myself, it's around the corner from here,"
Dwayne replied. When he arrived, a couple was arguing
loudly in their front yard.

"I told you I could go out with the boys sometimes!” the
man yelled.

"Yeah? Well, it's every weekend, Jim! And you're always
too drunk to drive home. I'm tired of pulling you oft Mitch's
couch!” the woman countered loudly.

"Enough!” shouted Dwayne, gaining her attention.
"What's the problem here?"

"Ofhicer, he spends all our money at the bar and never
helps around the house. I work double time to feed us while
he parties,” the woman complained.

"That's not true!" objected Jim. "I bring home money
from my construction jobs."

Mh, thought Dwayne. The two of them lived in precar-
ious circumstances, where money was almost too tight to
live on. And he'd heard stories about the man's escapades,
too. "When? Half the time you call in 'sick’ because you're
hung over!"

As they continued to bicker, Dwayne raised a hand.
"That's all right, I get it. Jim, why don't you sober up a bit
down the road? Susan, tell me your version calmly so I can
understand.”

Susan took a deep breath and explained how the argu-
ment had escalated all week. "I just want some help and
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responsibility from my partner, you know? Is that too much
to ask?"

Dwayne sympathized but kept to remaining neutral. "I
understand.” He walked over to Jim. "So, what do you think
about all this?"

"She's a pain in the ass, Sheriff! All I want is a little fun
after a long week at work," Jim complained.

"Does 'fun’ include letting your wife handle everything
while you're passed out on the couch?” asked Dwayne
pointedly.

Jim fell silent when he realized he had no chance of
getting his way. Dwayne sent them inside to find a compro-
mise solution. "I don't want to get another call out here, you
understand? Settle this peacefully or spend the night apart to
cool off.”

The two reluctantly retreated to their house, still glaring
at each other with their eyes. Dwayne heaved a heavy sigh
and pinched the bridge of his nose. At that moment, Susan
stuck her head back out.

"Thank you for coming, Sheriff. I appreciate you trying
to talk some sense into him," she said.

Dwayne nodded. "I just hope I made it. It's always diffi-
cult. Why don't you try to work it out and call me if
anything else happens, understand?” Susan agreed, went
back inside, and quietly closed the door. There being no
further disturbance, Dwayne made his way back to his car.
But suddenly, Jim came storming out of the house with his
head held high.

"You can't just take their side, you know!" he yelled at
Dwayne.

Dwayne turned around. "I'm not taking sides, Jim. I'm
just asking you to calm down before this escalates any
further."
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"Don't tell me what to do. This is between me and my
wife," Jim shot back, obviously still agitated.

Dwayne lowered his voice in a stern tone. "If you cannot
settle this peacefully, I will have to intervene. So I suggest you
leave before you say something you regret.” Jim glared angrily at
him but slowly backed away as he realized he was now messing
directly with the sheriff. With a final snort, he retreated into
the house. Dwayne took a deep breath, hoping this was the end
for now. "Just another day on the job," he muttered to himself.

For the rest of his morning shift, Dwayne responded to
calls about a minor car accident, helped a tourist get
oriented, and did another round of patrol.

%

Around noon, Dwayne's radio crackled. "Sheriff, this is
Jackson. The paperwork is done, and my stomach already
thinks I've had my throat cut. Are you ready to saddle up
and get something to eat?"

Dwayne chortled. "10-4, partner. I'll meet you at Justice
Steakhouse." He started his car and headed downtown.
When he stopped, Dwayne spotted Jackson's patrol car
already parked out front. "You beat me, like you always do. I
guess you took your horse and not that rust bucket.”

Jackson laughed. "No, that thing's got more horsepower
under the hood than your grandfather's plow horse!"

They strode inside and waved to the regulars. "Hey
Floyd, Art, the usual?” called Dwayne. Two burgers and beer
were promptly served.

"Any good criminals today?" asked Art. He was a retired
deputy.

"Oh, just the usual weekend criminals. Drunk and disor-
derly, domestic disturbances..." replied Dwayne.
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"Those city folk really know how to make trouble,”
Floyd, the cook, commented. "I'd much rather have a nice,
quiet farmer.”

"Speaking of farmers..." added Jackson with a wink. The
group of lawmen was finishing their meal when the diner's
door swung open. An unkempt cowboy with mud-stained
boots strode in.

"Howdy Bob!" exclaimed Dwayne. "You're just in time -
we could use some fresh jokes out here in the pasture.”

Bob chuckled as he sat down. "Alright, I've got one for
you. Why can't a bison be short?"

The men leaned forward, and Bob concluded with a
grin, "Because it's full of buffalo!"

Groaned in the round. "This is worse than that awful
coffee at the gas station, Bob!" said Jackson.

Dwayne took a sip of Coke. "Only in Montana, guys.
Only in Montana..."

Undaunted, Bob tried again. "How will you know if there's a
Montanan at your party? Don't worry, they'll tell you."

Dwayne snorted into his Coke. "Alright, you got me
with that one, cowboy. These city boys couldn't conjure up
a good mood if it bit them in the butt!”

More jokes were exchanged as they emptied their plates.
It was just another fun lunch where they shared the latest
gossip around town. Dwayne was glad for the break and the
laughs his buddies gave him - they made up for all the chal-
lenges of police work. Outside the restaurant, he lit one of
his favorite cigars. Watson took a deep drag on the smoke.
He indulged in this vice, even if Helen at home didn't like it
when he smoked.

%
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In the afternoon, Dwayne completed the morning's
paperwork in his office. Then it was back to patrolling until
his shift ended at 5 p.m. After one last foray into Kalispell,
Dwayne was looking forward to relaxing at the ranch until
the next workday began the following morning. Just another
day for Sheriff Dwayne Watson, who was out to keep the
peace in Flathead County. Dwayne had just finished
patrolling the Kalispell area and was looking forward to
heading home for the day. But as he drove toward the
outskirts of town, his radio came to life.

"Sheriff Watson, this is Pedro from the Miller farm. We
have rustlers out here stealing some of Joe's calves as we
speak. Please get over here right away!"

Dwayne turned on his siren and hit the gas. The Miller
farm was about 10 miles east of town. Dwayne knew old
man Miller and also young Joe. Cattle had been disappearing
from various farms in the valley over the past few months. It
seemed they had finally caught the thieves in the act. While
speeding down the country roads, Dwayne called for
backup. Deputy Jackson was closer and said he was only five
minutes away. Dwayne prayed they would arrive in time to
catch the thieves. He called foreman Pedro again. The latter
did not answer the phone.

Suddenly, Dwayne Watson slammed on the brakes. Two
of Joe's prized Angus calves had just been herded into a rusty
cattle trailer by the side of the road, close to the woods
beyond which the farm lay, by three men. Dwayne slammed
his car door and approached them with his gun drawn. "Flat-
head County Sheriff! Get your hands up now!"

The men froze, obviously not expecting to be caught.
Slowly, they raised their hands. Dwayne walked up to them
and patted them down, taking all their weapons. He recog-
nized one of the men as Bobby Williams, a small-time crook
who had served time and again in jail for petty crimes. At
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that moment, Deputy Jackson showed up. "Call for more
backup right away,” Dwayne told him. "There's more, I
think."

At that moment, about ten rustlers came running out of
the woods. Jackson did not hesitate and fired several shots
into the air. "Freeze," he yelled at them. The sirens of the
approaching police cars could already be heard. Then two
more cars arrived. Now Dwayne Watson had five deputies
with him, but he needed more if he really wanted to haul 13
rustlers off to jail. The fastest way to get there, he reasoned,
would be with his colleagues from Eureka in northern
Montana. And while the deputies kept the gang at bay,
Watson called for backup.

Finally, Candice and Joe came out of the woods with
their horses. They had not only caught the rustlers but had
put them to flight, Joe told him. Watson thought he was a
bright young man who took care of his parents' ranch. That
he hadn't wanted then, he thought back. But he and his wife
still had the ranch because they had been able to lease the
land. "Thank you so much for coming so quickly, Sheriff
Watson,” Candice said, visibly relieved. And Joe added,
"Those rustlers have been plaguing all the farms. I'm glad
you caught them before they made off with more of our
cattle.”

Dwayne patted Joe on the shoulder. "We sure did, part-
ner. We caught them red-handed with your calves in the
trailer. No more worries about those rustlers. That should
be the end of their littde enterprise.” And turning to
Candice, he added, "Your daddy will be proud when he hears
how bravely his daughter did." He gave Candice a reassuring
smile. Candice's father and the sheriff had been close friends
since time immemorial.

Joe breathed a sigh of relief when backup arrived to take
the rustlers to jail. Dwayne took their statements while
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Deputy Jackson took care of getting the calves back to the
pasture. It was getting dark by the time all the paperwork
was filled out.

"Thanks again for your help, Sherift," Joe shook
Dwayne's hand. "Let me know if you and Deputy Jackson
would like to have dinner with Candice, me, and Pedro as a
thank you."

Dwayne smiled at Candice. "I think that's a good idea.
It's been a long day, a home-cooked meal sounds good."

With the rustlers in custody and the farms safe again,
Dwayne followed Joe and Candice back to the house,
looking forward to relaxing with a well-deserved meal.
Dwayne turned to Joe as they all walked. "Joe, what's on the
menu for this thank you dinner? After a long day at work,
I'm always up for a good home-cooked meal."

Joe grinned. "Well, I thought we'd keep it simple but
hearty. Pedro has been smoking a ham hock all afternoon,
and it should be falling off the bone by now. We'll have corn
on the cob fresh from the garden, green beans, also from our
harvest, and baked potatoes to go with it."

Candice smiled. "Just what we needed after such an
eventful evening catching those rustlers."

She turned to Dwayne. "Does that sound satisfactory to
you, Sheriff? I hope it will give you strength for the ride back
to town."

Dwayne took a deep breath and caught the smell of
smoked ham in the breeze. "This sounds absolutely deli-
cious. I'm looking forward to sitting down with you guys
and getting started. And wash it down with a cold beer, of
course!”

As they entered the warm kitchen of the farmhouse, the
aroma of dinner hit Dwayne. Pedro was stirring a large pot
of vegetables on the stove while simultaneously checking on
two baked potatoes in the oven.
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"Mmm, it really smells fantastic in here, Pedro,” Dwayne
remarked. He and the others took their seats. Candice
poured everyone tall glasses of sweet iced tea while Joe pulled
bottles of beer from the refrigerator. Soon, the table was
laden with food. Ham steamed deliciously on a large serving
platter and was coated with crispy brown sugar on the
outside. A large bowl of corn drenched in butter joined the
table. Steam rose from the green beans and potatoes still hot
from the oven.

Dwayne noted all the home cooking with appreciation
before taking a bite. "This might be the best meal I've had in
a long time,” Dwayne said between bites. "You guys really
know how to make a good meal." He was happy to relax
with friends over dinner before heading back to town with a
full belly.

While everyone was enjoying their meal, Dwayne's radio
crackled from where he had hung his belt on the back of his
chair. He picked it up and called in. "This is Watson."

"Sherift, we have a pileup on Main Street," Deputy
Jackson said. "It looks like the road is icy. At least three vehi-
cles are involved, and there could be injuries. We need you
down here right away." Dwayne sighed. He had to cut
dinner short, but duty called. "I'm on my way,” he replied
into the radio before strapping it back to his bel.

"Accident downtown?" asked Joe.

Dwayne nodded apologetically as he rose from the table.
"Duty calls, I'm afraid. Enjoy the rest of your meal - it was
delicious, Pedro. I hope everyone is well down there."

"We understand, Sheriff,” Candice said with a sympa-
thetic look. "Thanks again for your help earlier. Be careful
on these slick roads!”

"I will. Thanks for inviting me to dinner," Dwayne
replied with a wave as he headed for the door, buttoning his
coat against the February chill.
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On the drive back to town, the ice had begun to stick to the
roads. Dwayne downshifted to slow down because he didn't
want to get into an accident himself. When he arrived on
Main Street downtown, several vehicles were wedged
together and dented across the street. Deputy Jackson waved
him over. "Amber just called the ambulances. A couple of
people are unconscious in that minivan over there."”

Dwayne sighed at the mess that lay before them. "All
right, let's get things in order here while we wait for the
EMTs." And so his work continued into the late evening.
After what seemed like hours of detours and cleanup, the
road was finally clear, and the injured were taken to the
hospital. With a weary sigh, Dwayne tugged oft his heavy
coat and removed his gloves. "These Montana winters can
really surprise people,” he told Deputy Jackson.

"Another mess cleaned up thanks to you, Sheriff."

Dwayne smiled wearily. "Here in Montana, we do every-
thing by law. It's my job." In the glow of the patrol car's
headlights, they finished their accident reports. After a final
inspection of the scene, Dwayne felt the road could be
reopened by dawn.

He rubbed his eyes and climbed back into his car as his
radio crackled again.

"Everything under control, Sheriff?” the dispatcher's
voice reported. He clicked on the response. "Ten-four, situa-
tion under control. Roads will be clear by dawn." With those
words, Dwayne steered his vehicle toward the ranch. He
didn't really fear the icy roads that much. That was part of
the job. No, he wanted law and order to prevail. And Sheriff
Dwayne Watson would make sure that was always the case -
here in Montana. Exhausted but satisfied, Watson finally
pulled up in front of the house at 11 o'clock at night. The
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lights were still on, flickering warmly through the windows
even at this late hour.

He entered and was immediately greeted by his wife
Helen, who was standing at the stove. She came out of the
kitchen, drying her hands on a dish towel. "Late night,
honey?" asked Helen softly, seeing the tiredness in her
husband's eyes.

Dwayne hugged her gratefully. "The longest. But it's
always worth it. What would I do if you weren't here waiting
for me?"

Helen kissed him tenderly on the cheek. "Fortunately, you'll
never have to find out. Now go wash up - I've kept some
soup warm for you."

Dwayne joined his wife at the kitchen table, where she
had provided a steaming bowl of chicken soup. Relieved, he
dropped into his chair.

Helen smiled and was pleased. "And I'll be here warming
up the leftovers when you come through that door. Now eat
up and get some rest - you've earned it, Sheriff.” And she
added, "Fortunately, there are also the evenings when you
come home at a normal hour."

Dwayne didn't need to be told twice. He gave Helen a
grateful kiss before heading oft to his long-awaited sleep,
grateful for his home and family. As he slipped comfortably
between the sheets, his body immediately relaxed on the soft
mattress. But in his mind, the events of the long day were
still playing out - tracking the rustlers, helping with the after-
math of the accident, and all the other tasks that came in
between.

Helen sensed his restless thoughts. She crawled into bed
beside him and began gently massaging his broad shoulders

to relieve the tension there. "Come on, don't worry about
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work when you're supposed to be resting,” she reassured
him.

Dwayne sighed, already feeling himself relax under her
deft touch. "You always know just how to ease my worries,
darling."

As she massaged his tired muscles, Dwayne thought back
to when they first met - she was new in town and he was
helping her find her way around. Even then, her kind spirit
and calming presence captivated him. Now, years later, she
was still his anchor.

"I don't know what I'd do without you, Helen," he
murmured, his voice heavy with sleep. Her caresses lulled
him completely. Helen gently kissed his temple. "I'll be here,
my sherift, when you wake up.”

That was a good thing - because the coming weeks were
going to be an extraordinary test of the sherift's mettle.

*
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CHAPTER 2

lathead County police received disturbing reports.

Residents noticed strange figures prowling aban-

doned barns late at night. Again and again, such
reports reached the police. Deputies stopped a couple of
motorcyclists carrying unmarked boxes on their racks. There
was nothing really illegal, but it all smelled very suspicious.
Then one evening, Dwayne received an urgent call from
Candice at Joe's farm. "Sheriff, some motorcyclists have been
driving really slow across our property like they're scouting
it. It's making the horses nervous.”

Dwayne paid the farm a visit that afternoon. Sure
enough, fresh tracks led from the road to the meadow. He
made impressions of the tire treads - expensive racing tires
they appeared to be, not from ordinary hobby motorcycles.
Back at the office, Dwayne put the puzzle together. Those
crates the bikers were transporting? They probably
contained weapons or drugs. And the barns they were scout-
ing? Potential storage locations protected from prying eyes.

"I think we're dealing with a gang operation here, boys,"
he announced to his deputies. After consulting with some
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Portland law enforcement, Dwayne's suspicions were
confirmed: the "Hells Satans" motorcycle club was forcing its
way into their territory on behalf of the "Hawthorne Gang,"
a sub-organization of organized crime in the Northwest. It
was named after a neighborhood in Portland, Oregon, where
it is believed to have originated.

Over the next few weeks, Dwayne spent his nights
staking out the old barn that the bikers had declared their
base. Through his binoculars, he meticulously documented
their activities and took notes by flashlight.

Jackson joined him one evening. "What have you got so
far, Sheriff?" he whispered.

"I've been able to identify at least five members coming
and going. It looks like they use the big barns as garages - I've
seen them loading motorcycles and crates into trucks under
the cover of darkness. I also have a pattern for their changing
of the guard.”

Dwayne handed Jackson the binoculars. A motorcyclist
emerged from the barn hauling trash. "Every third night
around midnight, one comes out alone. This could be our
chance to break in without much resistance.”

Jackson nodded. It was time to assemble their team.
On the night they had designated, Dwayne's SWAT team
was mobilized before sundown. Using "tasers," or powerful
stun guns, as well as heavier weapons, they stealthily took
up positions around the barn. Promptly at midnight, the
lone biker showed up as expected. Dwayne gave the hand
signal, and his men opened up, firing the tasers at the
biker who shook, went down, and surrendered without a
fight.

"All right, guys, let's go in," Dwayne whispered into his
radio. Together, they broke through the barn's weak points,
shot the padlocks off the large doors, and smashed the

windows with batons. With precision, they streamed inside,
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weapons raised, and activated the flashlights and targeting
Sensors.

"Flathead County Sheriff! You're all under arrest!” yelled
Dwayne over the excited commotion. Most of the dozen
bikers in the open area slowly raised their hands. But two
figures on the far wall reached for the holsters on their hips.

"Guns down, now!" shouted Jackson, charging toward
them with his rifle. Too late - one biker fired a shot that rico-
cheted loudly into the tin walls. Dwayne and two others
returned fire. Both shooters yelled out and collapsed.
Jackson and another deputy handcuffed them while the rest
of Dwayne's men secured the surrendering bikers. "All right,
everybody on the ground! You have the right to remain
silent,” Dwayne ordered calmly but firmly.

Just as Dwayne thought they had the situation under
control, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye.
One of the bikers had broken away and was sprinting toward
a side door of the barn.

"Stop!" Dwayne yelled, taking off after him. The biker
burst out into the moonlit field outside, Dwayne hot on his
heels. He could hear the man's footsteps thudding on the
hard ground as he gave chase.

"Halt, or I'll shoot!" Dwayne shouted, even though he
had no intention of firing on an unarmed man. The biker
glanced back but kept running, making for a stand of trees at
the edge of the field.

Dwayne pushed himself harder, slowly closing the
distance between them. But just as he was nearing tackling
range, the biker abruptly spun around, pulling a small
revolver from his belt. Two shots rang out before Dwayne
could react. Searing pain tore through his left shoulder as a
bullet grazed him.

Ignoring the wound, Dwayne launched himself forward,

knocking the biker to the ground. They tussled violently in
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the dirt, each trying to gain control of the gun. With a
massive effort, Dwayne wrenched the revolver from the
man's grasp and pistol-whipped him hard across the temple.
The biker went limp, stunned.

Dwayne staggered to his feet, wincing as blood oozed
from the gash on his shoulder. He kept the biker's gun
trained on him with one hand while cuffing him with the
other.

"You're under arrest,” Dwayne growled through gritted
teeth. The man just groaned, still dazed. Dwayne hauled him
roughly to his feet and marched him back to the barn at
gunpoint.

As they reentered the barn, Jackson raced over, looking
alarmed. "Sheriff! Are you hit?"

"Just a graze, I'll be fine,” Dwayne said. "This scumbag
tried to run - winged me before I could get him down."

Jackson shook his head angrily as he took custody of the
cuffed biker. "We'll add that to the charges. Attempted
murder of a peace officer.” He called over two deputies.

Dwayne sagged against a stack of crates, adrenaline
fading as his shoulder throbbed. Jackson examined the
injury with a grimace. "That's gonna need some stitches.
Let's get you patched up.”

Within the hour, Dwayne sat shirtless on an exam table
at the hospital, wincing as a nurse sutured his wound.
Jackson stood by, looking concerned.

"That was a hell of a risk going after him alone, Sherift,"
he said. "We had no idea he was armed.”

Dwayne nodded wearily. "Couldn’t let him escape to
warn the others. But you're right, I was reckless.” He sighed.
"Just got caught up in the heat of the moment. At least we
shut down their whole operation.”

After getting his shoulder wrapped in gauze, Dwayne
stopped by the station. The bikers were all locked securely in
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holding cells. Then, a thorough search of the premises
began. Behind stacks of old cardboard boxes, they found
stacked boxes of assault rifles, bricks of cocaine and heroin,
precursor chemicals, and even a half-finished meth lab.

"Looks like we just solved a whole lot of problems for
this county,” Dwayne remarked, handing evidence bags to
the photographers.

As the last handcuffs closed, Dwayne radioed for drug
disposal. Working with the DEA and Portland police, he
gathered valuable information about the crime ring's activi-
ties during interrogations. With the “Hells Satans” disman-
tled, rural Montana was once again safe from their
corruption—for now, Dwayne Watson grimly thought.

The next morning, he held a press conference. Flanked
by his proud team, he announced the details of the arrest
and thanked the residents for their vigilance. A wave of relief
washed over the valley. One thing was certain: where outside
threats tried to invade Flathead County, Sheriff Dwayne
Watson would be ready to uphold the principles of law and
justice. After the arrest, Watson had more to do than ever
before. Paperwork piled up while evidence was logged and
inmates processed. Interrogations continued to gather more
information from the detained bikers. Dwayne's phone also
rang incessantly. Reporters demanded details, and grateful
citizens called to praise his service. Even the mayor stopped
by with congratulations and a new budget authorization to
upgrade the department.

*

But defeating the motorcycle gang was only half of the
solution to the problem. Dwayne Watson stared at the gold
signet ring lying on his desk. Engraved on the front were the
initials "A.M." - the unmistakable mark of mob boss Tony
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Maroni. He had found the ring on a member of the “Hells
Satans” biker gang, which could only mean one thing:
Maroni was involved in all of this. Watson picked up the
phone and called his deputy. "Hey Jackson, we've got a
problem here. I just found a ring belonging to Tony Maroni
on one of the bikers we arrested. We need to look into any
connections between the “Hells Satans” and Maroni's gang."

"Whoa, slow down, Dwayne,” Deputy Jackson said.
"Maroni, the mob boss from Portland? What's his ring doing
out here in Montana?”

"That's what I want to find out,” Watson said. "These
bikers were transporting large quantities. It should be almost
impossible that they weren't being supplied by someone
bigger. We need to check the databases to see if we can
discover the ring somewhere else.”

Deputy Jackson whistled. "Connecting Maroni to this
could blow the whole case wide open. I'll start looking
through the photo archives right away. If Maroni's ring turns
up anywhere else, I'll find it.” A few hours later, Deputy Bill
Watson called back, his voice sounding urgent. "Dwayne,
you're not going to believe this. I found a photo of Governor
Reynolds' chief aide wearing what looks like the same damn
ring from Maroni. This goes up a lot further than we
thought.”

Watson cursed softly to himself. "The governor's office is
involved with biker gangs and drug dealers? That's a little
creepy. We need to bring out the big guns on this one, Bill.
Get me the number of the FBI field office and I'll call the
special agent in charge directly.”

Watson met with FBI Special Agent Woodrow Tinsley
the next day and briefed him on everything they had uncov-
ered so far. Tinsley leaned back in his chair and whistled.
"Sounds like you've stepped into a big pile of trouble, Sher-
iff," he said. "But don't worry, we'll get it all sorted out. The
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FBI has a task force that has experience fighting organized
crime. We're going to launch a joint investigation to track
the drugs in the supply chain and connect every dot."
Tinsley assigned a team of agents to monitor known meeting
places associated with Maroni's crew. Meanwhile, Watson
and his deputies continued to interrogate the arrested bikers.
After a few weeks, they had uncovered the whole operation.
Maroni supplied the “Hells Satans” with products that they
distributed throughout Montana. In return, they paid
Maroni's contact in the governor's office handsomely for
ignoring their activities. The corruption went deeper than
Watson or Tinsley could have imagined. The FBI man
smiled. "It was an intelligence jackpot. The camera footage
and the agents’ reports painted a clear picture of their crim-
inal organization - from enforcers to drug runners to smug-
glers to protection rackets." Watson, too, was visibly pleased
that they were getting results so quickly in their investiga-
tion. "We quickly located a dozen businesses throughout
Portland that were fronts for Maroni's rackets,” Tinsley
continued. "Restaurants, car dealerships, you name it. Based
on our surveillance data, we worked out search warrants for
all the locations at once so nothing would be busted or
destroyed in time."

Tinsley went on to explain how the search warrants
yielded a mountain of evidence. "Your guess about the signet
ring was 100 percent correct - we found a box with dozens of
matching rings that Maroni distributed to his top people.
This allowed us to connect even more members of his crew
to the evidence. Thanks to your great police work, Sherift,
they now face decades in prison.”

Watson shook his head in amazement. "What a feat to
dismantle such an entrenched criminal network so quickly
and cleanly. I'm deeply impressed, Agent Tinsley. And I'm
grateful that our agencies were able to work together.”
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"I should thank you, Sheriff,” the agent replied. "This is
the breakthrough we've been waiting for for years.”

When Tinsley flew back to Montana, he told Watson the
happy news: "I'm here to tell you personally that Tony
Maroni, Paulie Minetti, Sal Maroni, and a dozen of their top
people have been charged with numerous felonies,” he said.
"Our prosecutors estimate that each of them will serve 15 to
20 years, maybe more, with no chance of bail.”

Watson shook Tinsley's hand warmly. "It's been a real
pleasure working with you. Disrupting Maroni's operation
will make this entire region safer and more just. I thank you
for leading such a swift and successful mission - although I
suspect your work is not yet finished.”

%

In the end, Tony Maroni and his lieutenants were all charged
with racketeering, drug trafficking, and corruption. The
"Hells Satans” bikers largely settled and agreed to testify
against Maroni's syndicate. The governor's aide was
sentenced to 15 years in prison for his role in the criminal
conspiracy. It was a complex web of corruption, but thanks
to thorough investigative work, law enforcement was able to
bring down the entire enterprise. Sheriff Watson was glad
that with "a little help from the feds,” as he said with a grin,
he had helped expose this dangerous threat to his county.

Thanks to his efforts, the Flathead Valley finally had
peace of mind. Dwayne Watson, however, was showered
with praise and gratitude from the residents.

"I couldn't have done it without my team,” Dwayne said
modestly. And it was true - his deputies worked tirelessly on
the aftermath of the case. Especially Jackson, who proved to
be an invaluable right-hand man during the long nights of
surveillance. Dwayne had only one thing on his mind -
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making sure the threat was completely eliminated. The
domino effect of the arrest gave Dwayne confidence that
Flathead's problems were at least now behind them. All that
remained was to tie up the loose ends of the administration.

*

Sheriff Dwayne Watson looked out the window of his
office at the bright orange sunset outside. After weeks of
tracking leads and organizing night raids, the case was
finally closed. Tonight, Watson thought with satisfaction,
he could be home in time for dinner with Helen, as he had
promised her for months. She had been so patient with him
lately because he was usually at the station late into the
evening because of these investigations. Watson decided
that was over now - it was time to give Helen the attention
she deserved.

He cleaned up the last of the forms and reports on his
desk, then grabbed his hat and coat and headed outside. The
sky was dark purple as he crossed the parking lot to his car,
the air fresh but. Perfect weather for an overdue evening at
home with his wife.

As Watson drove up the winding dirt road to their ranch
house, he smiled when he saw the candles flickering in the
windows. Helen must have wanted to set a romantic mood
for their quiet celebration tonight. He parked at the front
door and stepped inside.

"Honey, I'm home," Watson called warmly. Helen came
rushing out of the kitchen, her pretty face beaming.

"On time for once!" she said. "I'm so glad you're home at
a decent hour.” She gave him a quick kiss before returning to
the stove. "Dinner will be ready in a minute, go wash up.”

Watson inhaled the smell that filled the house as he
washed his hands. Helen came out of the kitchen carrying
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two large plates of fried steak, mashed potatoes, and green
beans.

"I made your favorite dinner to welcome you back to the
land of early dinners," she said with a grin, lighting the
candles on the small dining table.

"You're spoiling me, darling. This looks incredible." He
poured them both wine before raising his glass. "Here's to
finally closing this damned case and having time to spend
with my wife again.” Helen smiled and gently toasted her
glass with his. They both took grateful sips of the fresh white
wine before enjoying the hearty meal. Helen told her
husband that she had her hands full over the past few weeks.
After all, she was running the business for his parents’ leased
farm while he was working on his turf.

"I always knew you were the best lawman in three coun-
ties,” Helen said proudly, patting his hand. "But to take
down an entire Mafia network like that? You're my hero,
darling."

Watson grinned at her praise. "Oh, you're my hero. If
you didn't take such care of the farm, we wouldn't have all
this. Without the rental income, we couldn't even maintain
this big house."

She got up to clear the empty plates and picked up a
chocolate cake. "You spoil me," Watson said. "You even had
time to make my favorite cake.” Watson leaned over to give
her a sweet kiss before blowing out the candle. The rich
chocolate cake was the perfect after-dinner dessert. As they
ate the last bite, Watson grabbed Helen's hand.

"I thank you for your patience these past few weeks,
darling,” he said seriously. "I know it hasn't been easy
because I've been on the road all the time. But that's over
now - my place is here with you."

Helen squeezed his hand. "I'm not going to pretend I
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didn't miss you, but I know your work is important. I'm just
glad it's paying oft with arrests like these."

Watson nodded. "Well, crime never sleeps, as they say,
but after this great victory, it should be quieter for quite a
while. I plan to be home for dinner every night - you have my
word."

Helen smiled brightly and started to clear the dessert
plates, but Dwayne gently stopped her. "Leave that, I'll take
care of it. And you put your feet up,” he said. She started to
protest, but Dwayne insisted. Laughing, she agreed and sat
down on the sofa in the living room while Watson quickly
washed the dishes. Soon he joined her, sitting close beside
her and putting an arm around her shoulders. Helen snug-
gled against him trustingly. They sat together in silence for a
few moments, enjoying each other's company. Outside, it
had begun to snow lightly, and that was still April. "T hope
there's not more black ice on Main Street now," Dwayne
Watson muttered. Even though Helen was now looking at
him somewhat critically, he sat back and lit his favorite cigar.
"I'll smoke that one on keeping it quiet tonight."

The flakes danced in the glow of the porch light. Inside,
the candles burned dimly, and the two let the peaceful night
envelop them. Their hands were intertwined, their bodies
close together. After so long apart, this togetherness felt
more beautiful than ever. Watson looked at Helen's
contented face, her eyes closed, her head resting on his shoul-
der. Here in this room, nothing else mattered but her.

*
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